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Abstract
The “I” of the Artist-Curator
by
Natalie Musteata
Advisor: Professor Claire Bishop
This dissertation charts the proliferation of artist-curated exhibitions in museums and
institutions of art from 1969 to the early 2010s. It is my contention that the artist-curated
exhibitions of these four decades can be divided chronologically into several types: in the 1970s
and ’80s, they disrupted museological conventions and helped contemporize the (perceived)
aging collections of historical institutions; in the late 1980s and ’90s, they tackled pressing social
and political issues, reimagining the practice of “institutional critique”; in the late 1990s and
2000s, they indulged in solipsistic investigations of the artist’s psyche, reinforcing the
traditional, romantic conception of the artist as a singular creative genius. The growth of such
exhibitions has transformed the fields of curating and exhibition design, redefining the
parameters of exhibition-making and blurring the once distinct lines between installation art and
exhibitions, as well as artists and curators.
This dissertation is as much a critical analysis and history of artist-curated exhibitions as
it is a narrative of the rise of contemporary art as a distinct and influential field. Whereas such
artist-as-curator programs were inaugurated by historical museums seeking to render themselves
more contemporary, in recent years they have been adopted by contemporary art institutions.
This incongruous development is the result of a shift in the understanding of the category of
contemporary art. No longer a mere descriptor denoting the present, the contemporary has come
to designate a period that is out of time, asynchronous and multi-temporal. This dissertation will
iv

thus demonstrate that the proliferation of artist-curated exhibitions—with their largely
unconventional, ahistorical approaches—has resulted in the dismantling of history as it was
understood and represented during the modern period.
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Introduction:
The Artist as Curator
In February 2018, the Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna announced that it was
opening up its historical permanent collection to filmmaker Wes Anderson and his partner,
novelist and costume designer Juman Malouf, to curate an exhibition of their choosing. Featuring
musical instruments, armor and weapons, Greco-Roman sculptures, as well as imperial carriages
and sleighs, their exhibition will be the third iteration of the museum’s artist-as-curator series,
which began in 2012 with Ed Ruscha’s “The Ancients Stole All Our Great Ideas” and was
followed in 2016 by Edmund de Waal’s “During the Night” [Fig. 0.1–0.3]. Similarly, in 2016,
the exhibition “In a Dream You Saw a Way to Survive and You Were Full of Joy” (2016) made
Elizabeth Price the ninth artist to organize a show for the Hayward Gallery’s artist-as-curator
program. This is certainly not a comprehensive list of recent artist-curated exhibitions, but it
indicates how widespread the practice of inviting an artist to curate an exhibition has become.1
How did we arrive at this moment, when it is not only common for, but almost expected of, a
museum or institution of art to have a program of artist-curated exhibitions?
This dissertation charts the development of this phenomenon from its inception in 1969
to the early 2010s. It defines artist-curated exhibitions as exhibitions in which an artist (or group
of artists) is responsible for the selection and arrangement of objects therein comprised.2 It is my
contention that the artist-curated exhibitions of these four decades can be divided chronologically
1

Other examples of recent artist-curated exhibitions include Tacita Dean’s “Still Life” (2018) at the National
Gallery, London; Ryan Gander’s “Night in the Museum” (2016), the latest show curated by an artist from the Arts
Council Collection (following those of Richard Deacon in 2015 and Grayson Perry in 2010); and Thomas Demand’s
“L’image volée” (2016) at the Fondazione Prada in Milan (one of several exhibitions organized by Demand of late).
2
Whereas an installation artwork subordinates otherwise autonomous objects to the whole, an installation of art (i.e.,
an exhibition) typically consists of autonomous objects. See Claire Bishop, Installation Art: A Critical History
(London: Tate Publishing, 2005), 6.

1

into several types: in the 1970s and ’80s, artist-curated exhibitions disrupted museological
conventions and helped contemporize the (perceived) aging collections of historical institutions;
in the late 1980s and ’90s, they tackled pressing social and political issues, reimagining the
practice of “institutional critique”; in the late 1990s and 2000s, they indulged in solipsistic
investigations of the artist’s psyche, reinforcing the traditional, romantic conception of the artist
as a singular creative genius.3 The proliferation of artist-curated exhibitions has thus transformed
the fields of curating and exhibition design, redefining the parameters of exhibition-making and
blurring the once distinct lines between installation art and exhibitions, and between the roles of
artists and curators.
***
The histories of artist-curated exhibitions are extensive and more varied than I have room
to cover here. However, a compressed overview of the subject’s modern history is integral to
understanding the contemporary development that is the focus of this study. First, it is important
to recognize that this early period does not include examples of artists curating exhibitions from
museum collections, but rather commences with artists who organized exhibitions of their own
work after they had been rejected by an established society, exhibition, or institution. Many
scholars begin this history with the Pavillon du Réalisme (1855), French painter Gustave
Courbet’s riposte to the Paris Salon’s refusal of his major paintings The Artist’s Studio (1854–
55) and A Burial at Ornans (1849–50).4 Taking control of the presentation of his work, Courbet
set up shop across the way from the famed annual exhibition, charging visitors admission to see
3

These three types are not entirely asynchronous; the end of the first and the beginning of the second temporally
overlap.
4
See Elena Filipovic, “Introduction (When Exhibitions Become Form: On the History of the Artist as Curator),” in
The Artist as Curator: An Anthology (Milan: Mousse Publishing, 2017), 7. Lewis Kachur, “Modern Artists and the
Ideological Exhibition,” Displaying the Marvelous (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2001), 4. Hans Ulrich Obrist, Ways
of Curating (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2014), 36–7.

2

his work.5 Courbet’s self-organized solo exhibition has survived as a paradigmatic example of
what art historian William Hauptman calls the “counter-exhibition”—exhibitions opposing the
art establishment, typically held in artists’ homes, studios, or rented spaces, that allowed artists to
express their “indignation” at rejections and to experiment with display outside the prescribed
criteria of juried exhibitions.6 Such counter-exhibitions became increasingly common in the late
nineteenth century among artists of the avant-garde who felt alienated by official art institutions
and sought to promote their increasingly convention-breaking work. In 1873, for instance,
Claude Monet, Pierre-Auguste Renoir, Camille Pissarro, and Alfred Sisley formed the Société
Anonyme des artistes, peintres, sculpteurs, graveurs, etc. in response to the Paris Salon’s
decision to create a revamped Salon des Refusés. What was necessary, argued the founders of
the Société, was a space where artists would not have to contend with authority, a space that
exhibited the work not of artists who had been rebuffed by the Salon, but of artists who wanted
to repudiate the establishment.7 And so came to be the Société Anonyme, which opened its
inaugural show, “the first Impressionist exhibition,” on April 15, 1874. As opposed to the Salon,
where paintings were crammed floor-to-ceiling and many works were “skied,” rendering them

5

See Patricia Mainardi, “Courbet’s Exhibitionism,” Gazette des Beaux-Arts 118 (December 1991), 253–265; João
Ribas, “Notes Towards a History of the Solo Exhibition,” Afterall 38 (Spring 2015), 5–15. The Paris Salon, founded
in 1725, was the official art exhibition of the Académie des Beaux-Arts. Between 1748–1890 it was the greatest
annual (sometimes biannual) exhibition in the Western world.
6
William Hauptman, “Juries, Protests, and the Counter-Exhibitions before 1850,” The Art Bulletin 67.1 (March
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painter Nathaniel Hone organized an exhibition of his own work after the Royal Academy in London rejected his
painting The Pictorial Conjuror, Displaying the Whole Art of Optical Deception (1775). Not a decade later, in 1784,
the English artist Thomas Gainsborough followed suit in protest of the Royal Academy’s proposed display of his
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nearly imperceptible, the Société displayed their pictures in two rows, a meaningful and
influential change signaling the advent of modern display practices.8
In the early twentieth century, however, as the manifesto became a mainstay of the
historical avant-garde, exhibition design, too, turned into one of its principal rhetorical devices.
Curator Florence Ostende has dubbed the artist-curated exhibitions of this moment “manifestoexhibitions,” while art historian Lewis Kachur has described them as “ideological exhibitions,”
that is, exhibitions that present a polemic in the format of the display itself, typically abandoning
“a seemingly straightforward or avowedly neutral presentation in favor of a relatively subjective
format.”9 In contrast to the counter-exhibition, which has its roots in self-organized solo
exhibitions, the manifesto or ideological-exhibition has invariably consisted of group shows.10
Organized by artists whose practices share stylistic and thematic similarities (and oftentimes a
manifesto), they were usually presented at private galleries whose sympathetic owners allowed
the groups to mount elaborate, unorthodox displays that enhanced their conceptual and aesthetic
goals. Although the origins of the “ideological exhibition” date back to the Italian Futurists,
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After state and academy-sponsored exhibitions, such as the Paris Salon, lost their primacy in the late nineteenth
century to independent art exhibitions, avant-garde practitioners began organizing exhibitions that countered the
new salons and associations. Paradoxically, these organizations had been founded decades earlier by artists and likeminded thinkers discontent with the establishment. However, by the late nineteenth/early twentieth century, they,
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according to Kachur, it only fully blossoms in the aftermath of the First World War. The earliest
examples he cites are the exhibitions of the Dada movement, such as the 1920 “Dada
Vorfrühling” (“Dada Early Spring”) and the “Erste Internationale Dada-Messe” (“First
International Dada Fair”).11
However, for Kachur the most outstanding ideological exhibitions belong to the
Surrealists, who began to express themselves in this format at the Galerie Pierre in Paris in
November 1925. Over the ensuing years, the group organized numerous shows, but its most
unconventional exhibition was the 1938 “Exposition Internationale du Surréalisme” (“The
International Exposition of Surrealism”) at the Galerie Beaux-Arts in Paris, the first in a series of
striking Surrealist displays organized by their “générateur-arbitre” (“generator-arbitrator,” a.k.a.
curator) Marcel Duchamp.12 Extending the tenets of the Surrealist movement to the show’s
container, to its architecture of display, Duchamp turned the eighteenth-century gallery into a
disorienting, hallucinogenic fun-house of uneasy dreams where the distinction between interior
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and exterior was confused [Fig. 0.4].13 More than any other preceding exhibition, it not only
transformed its respected venue and upended modern display practices, but it also recast the role
of the viewer: in contrast to the “proper distance” and “disembodied” viewing of the traditional
museum and gallery, here the activity was “decidedly corporeal.”14
As art historian and curator Elena Filipovic persuasively contends, the “Exposition
Internationale du Surréalisme” of 1938 needs to be considered alongside the French state’s 1937
exhibition “Muséologie,” which marked the beginning of a scientific approach to museum and
installation design. A part of the Paris Exposition Universelle, “Muséologie” dictated that “the
art museum is not a venture or personal whim […], not a subjective selection, but rather a
complex and precise enterprise of scientific judgment and presentation of museum-worthy,
history-making, original artifacts.”15 In order to demonstrate the optimal museological
conditions, “Muséologie” presented a full-size retrospective of the work of Vincent van Gogh,
which consisted of quiet rooms, even lighting, sober surfaces, floors and ceilings, and
standardized wall labels and texts about the artist and works.16 As Filipovic states, the exhibition
was not meant to recognize or honor the famous painter. Instead, it was a model of a “didactic
13
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installation-type.”17 The “proclaimed scientificness” of the whole enterprise, she adds, was
meant to demonstrate that a museum’s presentation of history is based on empirical, objective
truth. If this was the “ideal” form of installation design, then Duchamp offered a radical
alternative, an exhibition that undermined every rule of the newly formed discipline of
“museology.” In lieu of a cream-colored, top-lit, handsomely appointed, noiseless gallery,
visitors to Duchamp’s show found a darkened “grotto,” where they were set loose with
flashlights in hand to walk on floors carpeted with dirt and leaves, and ceilings obfuscated by
1,200 suspended coal sacks leaking dust on their fine evening wear. The smell of roasting coffee
and the sound of insane asylum cries and German marching music assailed their senses as they
encountered such anomalous elements as a pond encircled by ferns and reeds, an avenue of
manipulated mannequins, displaced revolving doors featuring Surrealist works, and a
performance of hysteria by dancer Hélène Vanel on a silk-covered bed.
Despite the fact that journalists tore apart the show, criticizing it from every angle,
Duchamp went on to curate several other Surrealist exhibitions in a similarly unorthodox
manner.18 For example, in 1942, he organized “The First Papers of Surrealism” at the Whitelaw
Reid mansion in New York, where he not only created a labyrinthine string installation that
obfuscated the works on display, but also asked a group of children to play ball during the
show’s opening, thus exacerbating an already frustrating viewing experience [Fig. 0.5].19 Despite
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the fact that the sober, scientific approach to installation design came to dominate museum
presentation, Duchamp left an indelible mark on the history of exhibitions. Through his chaotic,
allover installations, he subverted the gallery space and conventions of display, repudiating the
supposed neutrality and objectivity of modern art shows. He demonstrated that an exhibition
need not consist of discrete artworks auratically displayed, and incited viewers out of their
quiescent state. Maintaining a shifting position between “interest and antipathy” for art
institutions, Duchamp, it should be stressed, sited his exhibitions in private galleries.20
Although artists would continue to question, examine, and subvert spaces of artistic
judgment and exhibition, it is my assertion that in the post-1945 period the relationship between
artists and institutions was profoundly altered, giving way to a new type of artist-curated
exhibition: the “institutionalized exhibition.” Beginning in the early 1950s, artists were invited
inside the precincts of the art institution to temporarily assume the role of the curator and
organize thematic group shows.21 As art historian Peter Bürger has argued, in the postwar period,
the avant-garde was not only more easily absorbed by institutions of art, but it was actually often
underwritten and produced by them.22 This shift in fact germinated in the interwar years and was
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Dorner’s Hannover Museum, as a precursor of the postwar phenomenon discussed here. However, in contrast to the
artists and case studies that follow, Lissitsky was not responsible for choosing the artworks, but rather for designing
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22
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influenced, in part, by the formation of new museums and institutions of art devoted to modern
art, also referred to as the “art of our time,” contemporary art, and the experimental work of the
avant-garde.23 Such institutions include the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), New York,
established in 1929 as the first New York museum dedicated to living artists, and the Institute of
Contemporary Art in London, established in 1946, which aimed to educate the English public
about the value of modern art and secure its place in British cultural life.24
Though MoMA did more than any other museum to canonize and popularize modern art,
legitimizing cohorts of artists who had formerly been excluded by the official art institutions and
custodians, it was the ICA in London that opened its doors to artists to perform vital roles in the
development of its program, resulting in some of the most unique curatorial experiments of the
1950s. Founded by art historians Roland Penrose and Herbert Read, the ICA was conceived to be
“co-operative” (bringing together different art forms and persons), “experimental” (showcasing
works that might not be exhibited elsewhere), and “creative” (encouraging artists to search for
new forms of expression).25 Early in its history, the ICA began to collaborate with a young group
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25
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of artists and architects who came to be known as the Independent Group (1952–1955).26 By
1950, future members of the group had already played a myriad of roles at the ICA: Eduardo
Paolozzi had designed a table for its new home on Dover Street; Richard Hamilton and Nigel
Henderson had, respectively, created the installation and poster for “James Joyce: His Life and
Work” (1950); Paolozzi and William Turnbull had exhibited work in “1950: Aspects of British
Art.” The earliest exhibition organized by a member of the group took place the following year
with Hamilton’s “Growth and Form” (1951). Inspired by biologist D’Arcy Wentworth
Thompson’s eponymous book, the show was the ICA’s first total environment, featuring a
freestanding, open lattice structure of scientific photographs, illustrations, and three-dimensional
models illuminated by a theatrical lighting system. Despite the exhibition’s success in expanding
the boundaries of art display, creative differences between the group and the ICA’s founders
began to surface as European modern art was being integrated into the art historical canon and
contemporary art became increasingly engaged with popular culture (a subject deemed
unsuitable by Read). Nevertheless, the group’s influence at the ICA continued to grow over the
following years with the arrival of art critic and curator Lawrence Alloway—an important
advocate and member of the group who joined the ICA’s Exhibitions Sub-Committee in October
1953 and was appointed Assistant Director in July 1955. Under Alloway’s auspices, the group
and African masks. However, in comparison to the unconventional installations designed by Duchamp a few years
later, its salon-style hang is considered by numerous scholars relatively sober and conventional. Filipovic, The
Apparently Marginal Activities of Marcel Duchamp, 97; Kachur, Displaying the Marvelous, 10–13. See also Susan
Rubin Suleiman, “Between the Street and the Salon: The Dilemma of Surrealist Politics in the 1930’s,” Visual
Anthropology Review 7.1 (Spring 1991), 39–50; Zabriesky Gallery, 1936 Surrealism: Objects, Photographs,
Collages, Documents (New York: Zabriesky Gallery, 1986).
26
See Kevin Lotery, “an Exhibit/an Aesthetic: Richard Hamilton and Postwar Exhibition Design,” October 150
(Fall 2014), 87–112; Lotery, “Richard Hamilton and Postmodernism,” October 159 (Fall 2017), 55–85; Anne
Massey, The Independent Group (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1995); Massey, Out of the Ivory Tower:
The Independent Group and popular culture (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2013); Massey, “The
Independent Group,” Journal of Visual Culture 12.2 (2013); Isabelle Moffat, “‘A Horror of Abstract Thought’:
Postwar Britain and Hamilton’s 1951 ‘Growth and Form’,” October 94 (Autumn 2000), 89–112; David Robbins,
The Independent Group: Postwar Britain and the Aesthetics of Plenty (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1990).
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mounted its most successful programs and exhibitions: “The Parallel of Life and Art” (1953), an
immersive display of 122 panels of enlarged black and white photographs drawn from a variety
of disciplines and unconventionally hung from different heights and angles with fishing line; the
seminar series “Aesthetic Problems of Contemporary Art” (1953); “Man, Machine, and Motion”
(1955), a maze-like installation consisting of thirty steel, open frames in which photographs of
the technological evolution of human mobility, such as the Wright brothers’ first flight, were
presented.
The collaborative, symbiotic, and admittedly complex relationship between the
Independent Group and the ICA is a valuable precedent for the phenomenon here examined.
Unlike the case studies that follow, it developed organically out of the budding, innovative
program of a newly-formed institute that championed experimentation among living artists. By
contrast, the paradigm that is the focus of this study arose in 1969 when Daniel Robbins, the
recently appointed director of the century-old encyclopedic Museum of Art at the Rhode Island
School of Design, introduced an unexpected element into the museum’s otherwise conservative
program: He invited Andy Warhol to curate an exhibition from the museum’s permanent
collection, resulting in “Raid the Icebox 1.” Warhol’s groundbreaking exhibition was
unconventional in both content and installation. Modeled after the museum’s dilapidated
reserves, it prized material that was routinely overlooked. The objective of the museum’s
unusual gambit was not to foster or promote the contemporary avant-garde—for Warhol hardly
needed publicizing—but rather to wield the popularity of contemporary art to its own advantage,
that is, to revitalize the museum’s profile among its younger public.
“Raid the Icebox 1” marked the genesis of a trend in museum programming that
burgeoned in the following decades with the introduction of analogous artist-as-curator series
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like “The Artist’s Eye” (1977–1990) at the National Gallery, London, “Artist’s Choice” (1989–
ongoing) at the Museum of Modern Art, New York, “Connections” (1990–1992) at the Museum
of Fine Arts, Boston, “Carte Blanche” (2007–ongoing) at the Palais de Tokyo, Paris, and a whole
host of similar but unnamed programs at the Boijmans Van Beuningen in Rotterdam (1988–
1997), the Hayward Gallery in London (1991–ongoing), and the ICA in Philadelphia (2007–
ongoing), among others.27 Today, the practice of inviting an artist to intervene in a collection or
curate an exhibition has become a staple of the contemporary art world, with new series and
exhibitions emerging regularly. The proliferation of this practice raises several pressing
questions that are at the core of this study: What were the museological imperatives for such
artist-as-curator programs? How does the artist-as-curator make us rethink curatorial authorship
and artistic subjectivity? And how have artist-curated exhibitions influenced and reimagined the
contemporary as a distinct art historical period?
***
In the last decade, the literature on exhibition history has grown dramatically. However,
until the mid-1990s, it resided in the periphery of official narratives.28 As Filipovic maintains,
although exhibitions are the principal mode through which art is first made public and discussed,
they are ontologically unstable: they are neither a fixed, collectible object, nor the creation of a
single author; they are ephemeral and often deemed creatively impure, marred by the practical,
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logistical, and administrative aspects of their making.29 When some of the earliest exhibition
histories were published in the late 1960s and ’70s, such as Georg Friedrich Koch’s 1967 Die
Kunstausstellung and Alloway’s 1968 The Venice Biennial, 1895–1968: From Salon to Goldfish
Bowl, they grew out of related discussions concerning the importance of context to the reading of
art and the mutability of meaning—in other words, the understanding that aesthetic meaning is
not stable or essential, but rather relative and impacted by the exhibition and reception of art.
These shifts in thought were precipitated by commentaries on minimalism and postminimalism’s “theatrical” engagement with space (think of Michael Fried’s polemical 1967
essay “Art and Objecthood”), as well as the development of poststructuralist thought and
semiotic theory, and the beginnings of what would later be termed institutional critique.
Arguably one of the most influential studies from these early decades is Brian O’Doherty’s
Inside the White Cube. Originally published as a series of articles in Artforum in 1976,
O’Doherty’s critical work contends that the white cube is not a neutral container where art is free
“to take on its own life,” but rather a historical construct, a ritualistic space sealed off from the
vicissitudes of time and place, that not only conditions but also overwhelms the artworks therein
contained.30 By divorcing art from any aesthetic or historical context, the white cube unwittingly
becomes the context. It confers an appearance of eternity on its contents (i.e., art), modifying
them to the point that it, the context, can become the content.
Exhibition history, much like the postwar artist-as-curator phenomenon here examined,
emerged in the late 1960s but proliferated in the 1990s. The ’90s also saw the professionalization
of contemporary curating with the introduction of curatorial training programs, such as those of
29
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Curator, 7.
30
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California Press, 1986), 7.
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Le Magasin (1987), the Royal College of Art (1992), and Bard College (1994), among others.31
One of the first scholarly publications to examine the medium of exhibitions from a historical
and theoretical angle was Thinking About Exhibitions (1996), a multidisciplinary anthology of
writings organized into six sections that addressed such subjects as spectatorship, the expanded
role of the curator, and the exhibition as a linguistic act. Shortly thereafter, art historian Mary
Anne Staniszewski published The Power of Display: A History of Exhibition Installations at the
Museum of Modern Art (1998), an incisive analysis of the history of paradigmatic exhibitions at
the Museum of Modern Art from 1929 to 1970, which presents exhibition design as a distinct
aesthetic medium and a precursor of installation art.32 In the same decade, more than a dozen
new titles appeared on the history, politics, and theory of museums (many of which were
released by the academic publisher Routledge), including Carol Duncan’s Civilizing Rituals:
Inside Public Art Museums (1995), an anthropological analysis of art museums as ritual spaces
that serve the ideological needs (social, sexual, and political) of their respective nation-states,
thereby producing virtuous, bourgeois citizens. Also notable from the same year is Tony
Bennett’s The Birth of the Museum (1995), a Foucauldian theorization of the museum in
nineteenth- and twentieth-century cultural politics, which, like Duncan’s study, is concerned with
the museum’s ability to exert power and inculcate public behavior.33
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Apart from these exceptional scholarly publications, exhibition history has tended to be
curator-led, and thus oftentimes marred by its self-referentiality. Many of the early publications
grew out of international meetings, conferences, and seminars between curators, such as
“Curating Now: Imaginative Practice/Public Responsibility” (2001), a symposium exploring the
imperatives of creative, scholarly, and innovative curating.34 Although such conference
proceedings often present a multiplicity of voices, the majority of publications on this subject
have been spearheaded by a small coterie of auteur curators, including Hans-Ulrich Obrist and
Jens Hoffmann.35 It is then perhaps unsurprising that the majority of literature devoted to the
history of exhibitions has focused on the work of professional curators (none more than the übercurator Harald Szeemann), resulting in the following paradox: although some of the most
groundbreaking exhibitions of the modern epoch were organized by artists (oftentimes groups of
artists or artist collectives), the process of historicization has refocused the discussion on the
practices of individual curators.36 And while many such curators have acknowledged their
indebtedness to artist-curated exhibitions, their publications belie such claims. Take, for instance,
Hans Ulrich Obrist’s A Brief History of Curating (2008), which consists of eleven interviews
with such undeniably significant curators as Lucy Lippard, Walter Hopps, and of course
34
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Szeemann, but not one artist; or Hoffmann’s The Exhibitionist (est. 2009), a journal “made by
curators for curators” that applies French cinema’s auteur theory to the practice of curating.37
Some of these publications have taken the form of how-to manuals, chronicling their curatorial
philosophies and the development of their own practices—think of Obrist’s Everything You
Always Wanted to Know About Curating But Were Afraid to Ask (2011), and Hoffmann’s
Theater of Exhibitions (2015). Although there is much to extol in these publications and the
prolific output of their authors, the popularity and marketability of curatorial discourse has
resulted in some lamentable works devoid of the scholarly rigor this subject warrants.
Hoffmann’s disappointing Show Time: The 50 Most Influential Exhibitions of Contemporary Art
(2014), for example, is a veritable coffee table book comprising some installation photographs
and meager descriptions incommensurate with the quality of exhibitions under discussion.38
As the discourse on the history and making of exhibitions has developed, it has been
enhanced by a set of thinkers who prize in-depth research and analysis. Critical of the selfaggrandizing, and sometimes superficial quality of writing on curatorial history, Paul O’Neill, a
self-described curator-cum-artist-cum-writer, has focused more on the ways curating has been
discussed and articulated than on the history of exhibitions. His book The Culture of Curating
and the Curating of Culture(s) (2012) provides an extensive examination of the emergence of
curatorial discourse from the 1960s onwards, and the ways in which curators have contributed to
its production. Also worth singling out is James Voorhies’ Beyond Objecthood: The Exhibition
as a Critical Form Since 1968 (2017), which traces the development of spectatorship in critical
37
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exhibitions, from the installation work of the U.S. land artist Robert Smithson to the
participatory exhibitions of the German relational artist Carsten Höller. These studies, however,
are an exception in a field that largely consists of short to medium-length texts, many of which
are either published in one of the numerous journals dedicated to the theory and practice of
curating, including Manifesta Journal (est. 2003), On-Curating (est. 2008), the Journal of
Curatorial Studies (est. 2012), and Afterall’s series Exhibition Histories (2010), or aggregated in
anthologies (many of which are edited by O’Neill himself), such as Curating Subjects (2007),
Curating and the Educational Turn (2010), Cultures of the Curatorial (2012), Exhibitions
(2014), Curating Research (2015), The Curatorial Conundrum (2016), and How Institutions
Think: Between Contemporary Art and Curatorial Discourse (2017), among others.39 As this list
evidences, such anthologies proliferated in the 2000s as the practice of curating itself became
increasingly professionalized through numerous new vocational programs in universities and art
schools.40 The swiftness with which such publications have appeared suggests that the field is of
great interest, has strong (and increasingly powerful) advocates, and had formerly been starved
of attention. But it also perhaps reveals an anxiety on the part of curators and faculty over the
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dearth of scholarship devoted to the history of exhibitions and the need to legitimize (or
intellectualize) the practice of curating. The rapid growth of this literature is therefore an attempt
both to fill out an under-researched field and to produce material for the growing body of
curatorial programs.
Comparatively, the literature devoted to artist-curated exhibitions has been negligible,
and has primarily focused on the historical avant-garde’s curatorial experiments. Though not
exclusively concerned with artist-curated exhibitions, Bruce Altshuler’s The Avant-garde in
Exhibition: New Art in the 20th Century (1994) is an invaluable resource for scholars interested
in the early history of this subject. Chronicling the development of modern art through the lens
of group exhibitions, it provides narratives of nineteen landmark exhibitions between 1905 and
1969, including the 1905 Salon d’Automne and the 1913 Armory exhibition. In painstaking
detail, it recounts not only the exhibitions themselves—e.g., how the work was selected, where it
was installed—but also the relationships between the communities of artists behind each
exhibition. Like Altshuler, most scholars have approached the history of artist-curated
exhibitions by singling out exemplary individual case studies, in order to shed light on, or flesh
out, an aspect of the historical avant-garde. In other words, the majority of this literature either
contributes new insights to, or reaffirms, the narrative of modern art; it does not, for the most
part, investigate the medium of artist-curated exhibitions itself. Though there are publications
about a particular collective or movement for which exhibition design was important, such as
Anne Massey’s numerous books on the Independent Group, this discourse primarily consists of a
great many academic journal articles, the majority of which have not yet been collated into
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anthologies or analyzed as a group in their own right.41 An exception is Artists Design
Exhibitions, the Fall 2014 special issue of October, which consists of a selection of papers on the
exhibition design practices of artists between the 1910s and the mid-1980s. In their insightful
introduction, art historians Claire Grace and Kevin Lotery advance a thesis that is at once novel
and yet also tried-and-tested. It is novel because they propose that exhibition design “carries a
specific time stamp”: it belongs to the historical avant-garde (they argue that since the social,
political, and technological conditions that engendered its development have been thoroughly
transformed, the practice has nearly disappeared).42 At the same time, their thesis is tried-andtested because they examine and define the practice of exhibition design through the lens of
spectatorship, focusing almost exclusively on case studies in which artists have mobilized the
form to confront, and moreover activate, the spectator.43 “At its most basic level,” they write,
exhibition design “hinges on the embodied temporality of the subject’s trajectory through
architectural space.”44 In the last few decades, however, exhibition design has been eclipsed by
the curatorial turn, a practice they curiously describe as “still inchoate,” originating in the late
1960s and ’70s when the increased visibility of the independent, international curator produced a
new type of exhibition-maker. Although their anthology does examine one contemporary case
study—Group Material’s 1985 installation Americana, which is characterized by “its routing of
public experience”—it does so not because the exhibition marks the outset of a new curatorial
41

See footnote 25 for a list of Massey’s publications on the Independent Group.
Claire Grace and Kevin Lotery, “Artists Design Exhibitions: Introduction,” October 150 (Fall 2014), 4.
43
The discourse on exhibitions and museums alike has often concentrated on spectatorship, examining the ways in
which institutions and installations engage with, affect, and inform visitors. Think of O’Doherty, Duncan, Bennett,
Staniszewski, Jolles, and more recently Voorhies, whose post-1968 study focuses on exhibitions that are “united by
a common desire to engage the spectator.” It has long been argued that the historical avant-garde sought to
“activate” otherwise passive viewers through their exhibitions, installations, and performances. See Bishop,
Installation Art (2005); Rudolf Frieling, “Toward Participation in Art,” in Frieling, ed., The Art of Participation
(London: Thames and Hudson; San Francisco: San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, 2008).
44
Grace and Lotery, “Artists Design Exhibitions: Introduction,” 6.
42

19

paradigm, but rather because it temporarily recovers the “anachronistic” critical practice of
exhibition design.45
As the above example elucidates, within the limited discourse on artist-curated
exhibitions, post-1960s examples have been further marginalized. Until recently, the writing on
this subfield was brief, anecdotal, or piecemeal.46 At most, it was the subject of a chapter in
publications about contemporary curating and museums.47 However, in the last few years, two
anthologies on the postwar history of artist-curated exhibitions were released, both titled The
Artist as Curator. The first, published in 2015 and edited by art historian Celina Jeffery, takes a
broad look at this recent history, comprising nine essays written from numerous perspectives—
by artists who curate, by curators who work as auteurs, and by art historians who write about
exhibition history—about a range of exhibitions, staged not only in museums and galleries of art
and ethnography, but also in an aquarium and virtual museum.48 Although Jeffrey’s introduction
is cogent and insightful, highlighting the importance of authorial questions to the contemporary
artist-as-curator phenomenon, it does not clearly convey the rationale behind her selections. She
acknowledges that this subject is too extensive to be treated in a single volume, and that her
anthology is not a historical survey, but rather seeks to identify and examine certain methods and
typologies; nevertheless, the majority of her selections are too dissimilar to provide readers with
45
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a sense of any coherent type. Conversely, nearly a quarter of her anthology—two out of nine
essays—is devoted to one exhibition, namely “Burton on Brancusi,” which is meant to stand in
for the substantial category of “museological interventions” (a synonym of what I describe as
“institutionalized exhibitions”).
The second such anthology, published in 2017 and edited by Filipovic, consists of
twenty-two case-studies arranged in chronological order, beginning in 1957 with Richard
Hamilton and Victor Pasmore’s “an Exhibit,” and ending in 2014–15 with Mark Leckey’s
“UniAddDumThs.”49 Although the material covered is likewise diverse, there is a consistency
and logic to Filipovic’s selections: Each essay is written by a scholar and focuses on one
exhibition-cum-installation by an artist. The exhibitions themselves are bound by what she
describes as a shared condition—namely, their objectives, methods, and forms eschew, subvert,
and “denature” traditional conceptions of the exhibition.50 Furthermore, in this instance, the
diversity of material works to the advantage of the publication as well as the discourse at large:
with nearly two dozen incisive, well-researched texts, The Artist as Curator begins to fill in the
gaps of this neglected history. Filipovic’s introduction is likewise remarkable, unparalleled even
in its discussion of the history of the artist as curator. In it, she offers a compelling hypothesis
about the peculiar lacuna of artist-curated exhibitions in the discourse on exhibition history:
uneasily similar to artistic works yet not entirely such, artist-curated exhibitions, she contends,
compound the exhibition’s already unstable nature. They cannot, she explains, “be thought
49
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through the romantic idea of the artist as individual producer of immutable objects.”51
Nevertheless, as I argue in the last chapter of this dissertation, just such a romantic view of artistcurated exhibitions was espoused and advanced by institutions and critics alike in the late 1990s
and 2000s, and continues to govern the current approach to this genre of practice.
In May 2018, during my final stages of revision, art historian Alison Green published
When Artists Curate: Contemporary Art and the Exhibition as Medium, an impressive book on
the recent history of artist-curated exhibitions. Unlike the above-mentioned studies, Green’s
publication is not an anthology. It takes a broad look at artist-curating, surveying the multiplicity
of trends that have cropped up since 1980, including artists as collectors and the
“paracuratorial.”52 Consisting of short thematic sections comprising one or two examples, it
considers artists who organize exhibitions of their own work, of work by other artists, “or as
their work.”53 In other words, in contrast to this dissertation, it focuses on not only exhibitions
curated by artists, but also artworks that are curatorial in form (i.e., that have been influenced or
inflected by curatorial strategies and practices), such as those by Goshka Macuga and Thomas
Hirschhorn. Furthermore, unlike this study, Green’s book does not describe its exhibitions in
depth or examine the context from which they emerged, and although it concentrates on the post1980 history of this subject, the majority of its examples date to the twenty first century. As a
result, her publication could be described as an overview of the aftermath of the history that is
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chronicled here. In fact, in her first chapter, which is devoted to the pre-1980 history of this
subject, Green includes a section on “Artists Selecting Collections,” which, she writes, is “a very
rich topic” requiring further exploration.54 There she briefly describes Warhol’s exhibition “Raid
the Icebox” (1969) as a key reference for future artist-curated exhibitions, and names several of
the shows examined in this dissertation as important successors (e.g., Scott Burton’s “Burton on
Brancusi” [1989] and Fred Wilson’s “Mining the Museum” [1992]). Ultimately, however,
Green’s various case studies serve to demonstrate her conclusion: the exhibition has become a
medium of artistic practice.
***
This dissertation draws from and builds on many of these precedents, but in contrast to
preceding studies, it does not examine this history through individual practices or as a set of
isolated cases, but rather focuses on the broader historical and museological implications of this
contemporary phenomenon. My research on this subject commenced in 2010 when there was
little written about the postwar history of artist-curated exhibitions. I began by scouring journals,
magazines, museum databases and archives, and anthologies on exhibition and museum history
for examples of artist-curated exhibitions, which I then compiled into a comprehensive, though
by no means exhaustive, timeline that begins in 1951 and ends in the present. When I started
examining this timeline for patterns, some trends immediately jumped off the page. Beginning in
the early 1990s, the number of artist-curated exhibitions grew exponentially. But there were also
more subtle patterns. For example, once I subdivided the list according to setting—that is,
whether the example was a museum, gallery, or biennial exhibition—it became clear that the
majority of exhibitions on my list had been organized in museums and many were the result of a
54
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program inviting contemporary artists to curate exhibitions. Cognizant of the historical avantgarde’s antipathy for museums and official art institutions, I considered this a curious pattern that
needed further investigation.
Although I researched all of my case studies—not only artist-curated exhibitions staged
in museums, but also those set in galleries and unconventional spaces—the pattern was clear: a
new type of artist-curated exhibition surfaced in 1969 when Warhol was invited to organize an
exhibition from the RISD Museum’s permanent collection, a type of institutionalized artistcurated exhibition that has become a mainstay of the contemporary art world. My timeline, of
course, includes examples that do not fit comfortably within this narrative (e.g., “The Times
Square Show,” 1980). However, these exhibitions were more often the exception than the rule,
and do not significantly deviate from earlier paradigms of artist-curated exhibitions (i.e., the
counter-exhibition and ideological exhibition models earlier described). After all, as already
evidenced, artists have been organizing exhibitions of their own work, and of their peers, for
centuries. However, what my timeline revealed was a distinct and new line of artist-curated
exhibitions in which artists without curatorial experience or a background in installation art were
suddenly being invited in ever greater numbers to curate exhibitions inside the once walled-off
precinct of the museum, where curating had come to be understood as an objective, custodial,
and pedagogical activity executed by museum professionals who, for the most part, had been
trained as art historians. My research into this particular history revealed developmental patterns
(which I trace by investigating the earliest artist-as-curator programs), as well as several types of
artist-curated exhibitions that correspond to specific temporal and geographical contexts, such as
the concentration of critical or “interventionist” exhibitions in New York in the late 1980s and
early 1990s, explored in Chapter 4, and the prevalence of excessively subjective or diaristic
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artist-curated exhibitions in London in the late 1990s and 2000s, examined in Chapter 5.
Contrary to previous studies then, this dissertation is organized chronologically,
geographically (in the sense that it seesaws between the United States and the United Kingdom),
and by type.55 It is concerned not only with the postwar history of artist-curated exhibitions, but
more specifically with the development of that history vis-à-vis the institution of art. As a result,
this dissertation does not focus exclusively on the most singular or unconventional exhibitions
(though unconventional many of them were), but rather examines series or clusters of exhibitions
in order to distinguish and interpret the development of certain paradigms and their myriad
effects on museum practices, exhibition design, and the roles of curators and artists alike.
Because most of the exhibitions examined here have rarely, or never before, been written about,
I, like many scholars of exhibition history, have mined museum archives for installation
photographs, exhibition catalogues and brochures, checklists, press releases, interviews, critical
reviews, internal memoranda, and correspondence between artists and institutions, among other
ephemera. Unlike previous studies though, this dissertation pays special attention to exhibition
reviews not only to better understand the form such exhibitions took, but more importantly to
track the shifting reception of artist-curated exhibitions and the related changes in reviewers’
expectations and perceptions of museum shows and their organizers at large. In order to
contextualize these exhibitions and explore the incentives and ideological positions of the
museums in question, I have relied on related archival material, as well as publications about the
history and theory of museums. In contrast to many scholars of exhibition history, I have moved
55

This dissertation has an Anglo-American focus because the earliest examples of what I describe as a new
paradigm in the history of artist-curated exhibitions emerged in the United States and United Kingdom around the
same years— i.e., in the late 1960s and ’70s. Although my research encompasses later examples from the
Netherlands and France (among other European countries), I remain focused on the US and UK in order to track the
impact of socio-political and -economic changes on artist-curated exhibitions as well as shifts in their critical
reception.

25

away from the predominant methodological orientation by shifting my focus from the role of the
spectator and onto questions of authorship. After all, what most sets artist-curated exhibitions
apart from professionally-curated ones is their distinct and atypical authorship.
The first three chapters of this dissertation focus on the earliest artist-as-curator museum
programs: “Raid the Icebox” (1969–70) at the RISD Museum of Art, “The Artist’s Eye” (1977–
1989) at the National Gallery, and “Artist’s Choice” (1989–ongoing) at the Museum of Modern
Art. These programs, which predated and influenced the proliferation of analogous series in the
1990s, have distinct origins but share numerous objectives.56 Founded by recently-appointed
directors who sought to effect change within their respective museums and had a predilection for
modern and contemporary art, each program invited an artist to select and arrange objects from
the museum’s permanent collection, oftentimes alongside a display of their own work. Although
the artists were enjoined to organize their shows as they saw fit, they frequently worked under
“the paternalistic eye of an encouraging curator or museum director.”57 The institutional
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motivations for the formation of such programs are complex and differ from place to place,
however, contextual analyses of the museums will show that the programs were first and
foremost designed to make each institution more contemporary: in other words, they were
intended to experiment with the museum’s holdings in ways no professional curator could then
have attempted in order to enhance the relevance of the museum’s historical collections among
contemporary artists and audiences. More than once, they were also fueled by austerity
measures. Formal analyses of the exhibitions that issued from these programs will demonstrate
that, with few exceptions, the aesthetics of display promoted by artist-curators disturbed
museological norms. As outsiders to the museum and to the practice of curating, the invitees
often gravitated towards neglected, little known objects deemed minor by museum staff.
Likewise, their groupings did not adhere to accepted classification systems, such as chronology,
medium, style, or period. Most exhibitions comprised trans-historical groupings of works made
in various media and belonging to different times and places. The artist-curators often rejected
modern display conventions, preferring methods inspired by the salon hang and cabinet of
curiosities, or arrangements resembling domestic interiors, such as a living room or basement;
still others were modeled after the hidden reservoirs of museums themselves—namely, the very
depositories from which they culled their selections.
Chapter 1, “Raid the Icebox,” provides a contextual analysis of Warhol’s landmark 1969
exhibition at the RISD Museum of Art, which could be described as the ground zero of this
phenomenon. Unlike prior articles, which explicate the exhibition through Warhol’s biography
or idiosyncratic collecting practices, this chapter focuses on the larger institutional and historical
backdrop from which it emerged and the conflicting motivations of the museum’s young director
Daniel Robbins, a relative newcomer to the museum, and Warhol, the unruly celebrity Pop artist
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brought into the museum’s fold to organize an exhibition from its reserves. Also examined are
the show’s politics of display—namely, how Warhol’s unorthodox selections and aesthetics of
display transgressed museological standards—as well as its uneven critical and public reception.
While the museum hoped the exhibition would elevate and put a contemporary spin on its
historical treasures, thus rendering them enticing to a younger generation, Warhol playfully
enacted a form of institutional critique, undermining the museum’s hierarchies of display, value,
and authority by selecting some of the museum’s most disregarded pieces, including duplicates
and copies as well as damaged and deteriorating works, which he installed in the museum’s
pristine galleries just as he had found them in its dilapidated storeroom. Though far from what
the museum had expected or coveted, the unconventional exhibition could have been a critical
success—but was so ill-timed that it alienated rather than seduced its primary audience. In the
end, it was the only exhibition to be realized in what would have been the first museum series of
artist-curated exhibitions.
Chapter 2, “The Artist’s Eye,” focuses on the program of the same name and examines
why, in 1977, the National Gallery in London, a museum dedicated to upholding the pictorial
traditions of the old master canon and well-known for its zealous disavowal of modern art,
instituted such an unusual gambit. Through an analysis of the museum’s collecting and
exhibition history, and a consideration of the developments in the artistic and museological
landscape of postwar Britain, I argue that the National Gallery founded “The Artist’s Eye” to
break free of its reputation as a hidebound museum, to render itself germane and attractive to a
wider public, and to demonstrate the continuing relevance of its historical collection. Although
“The Artist’s Eye” yielded ten exhibitions, this chapter addresses only the first five, organized by
artists Anthony Caro (1977), Richard Hamilton (1978), Howard Hodgkin (1979), Ronald B.
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Kitaj (1980), and David Hockney (1981), and overseen by Michael Levey, the museum’s
director and the program’s founder (1973–1986). As Levey expected, the resulting exhibitions
upset traditional museology: instead of arranging their selections according to chronology,
period, style or school, the guest curators cut across usual historical and national divisions,
staging unlikely and largely subjective juxtapositions between paintings made centuries apart.
Exceedingly unconventional and too idiosyncratic for the conservative palates of certain critics,
the majority of the exhibitions were negatively reviewed; only those that retained a more
traditional didactic orientation were praised.
Chapter 3, “Artist’s Choice,” investigates MoMA’s eponymous artist-as-curator program,
instituted in 1989 by the museum’s new Director of Painting and Sculpture Kirk Varnedoe
(1988–2001). Although directly modeled on the National Gallery’s “The Artist’s Eye,” the
series, I argue, had different ambitions: it intended to reaffirm the museum’s dedication to
contemporary artists and to restore its position as a champion of new art in a cultural field
rendered more competitive by the growing number of contemporary museums and galleries. The
series was also meant to generate narratives that diverged from the museum’s authoritative,
linear presentation of its collection, and to draw direct links between more recent work and the
museum’s late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century pieces in order to demonstrate that
contemporary art is an extension of modern art, and not a distinct period. By doing so, the
museum hoped to profess that, sixty years after its founding, it was still the experimental,
interdisciplinary “laboratory” it had set out to be. Like Chapter 2, this chapter concentrates on
the first five exhibitions to emerge from the program, organized by Burton (1989), Ellsworth
Kelly (1990), Chuck Close (1991), John Baldessari (1994), and Elizabeth Murray (1995), all of
which were held before Varnedoe left his post. Although the resulting exhibitions took disparate
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forms, the majority not only disrupted the museum’s strict departmentalization and traditional
categorization of artworks, but also broke with its canonical and chronological narrative of
modern art. Though numerous reviewers vehemently criticized the program’s audacious
inaugural show, many soon came around to the series, commending its exhibitions precisely
because of their unconventionality, which signaled the beginnings of a shift in attitudes towards
the artist-as-curator.
The final two chapters of this dissertation address contrasting paradigms in the more
recent history of artist-curated exhibitions, which largely developed in the wake of the programs
hitherto examined. Paradoxically, these did not, for the most part, issue from museums seeking
to contemporize their historical collections, but rather from non-collecting Kunsthalle-like
contemporary art institutions that adopted the practice for their own purposes. The first paradigm
comprises a group of second-wave institutional critique exhibitions that cropped up in and
around New York in the late 1980s and ’90s, tackling complex social, political, and cultural
problems. The second consists of a series of Surrealist-inspired, diaristic exhibitions that
emerged in London in the late 1990s. Both paradigms sought to engage their audiences in more
direct ways and could be seen as a belated response to the neoliberal conservatism inaugurated
by Ronald Reagan in the U.S. (1981–1989) and Margaret Thatcher in the U.K. (1979–1990).
However, whereas U.S. artists opposed Reagan’s espousal of the “cult of the individual,” U.K.
artists embraced Thatcher’s “enterprise culture,” thus producing two different models of
authorship: Many of the politically-minded artists associated with the former paradigm sought to
achieve a more collective model of authorship, expressing shared social and cultural concerns,
while the latter paradigm espoused a more Romantic concept of creativity that emphasized the
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artist’s personal, subjective voice. Paradoxically, it was the country with stronger (though
waning) social services that produced more individualism.
Chapter 4, “Interventionist Exhibitions,” examines a set of exhibitions that were
subversive in both form and content: Group Material’s “Democracy” (1988–89) and Martha
Rosler’s “If You Lived Here…” (1989), both at the Dia Art Foundation, New York, Joseph
Kosuth’s “The Play of the Unmentionable” (1990) at the Brooklyn Museum, New York, and
Fred Wilson’s “Mining the Museum” (1992) at the Maryland Historical Society, Baltimore.
These exhibitions are indebted to the practice of institutional critique that grew out of the social
upheavals of 1968 and reflected critically on institutions of art, interrogating their biases,
ideologies, power structures, and instrumentalization by political and economic forces. In
contrast to their 1960s predecessors, however, the socially-minded artists behind these U.S.
exhibitions worked in tandem with their host institutions to critically address a social or political
injustice. In other words, their critique was not exclusively directed inwards at the institution, but
also outwards at contemporary political flashpoints. They contested, for instance, the
government’s willful neglect of the AIDS epidemic, the crisis in urban housing and the rise of
homelessness, the religious right’s attack on the National Endowment for the Arts and its
censorship of controversial art, and the country’s long history of racial discrimination and
colonization. In addition to expanding their site of critique, these exhibitions sought to directly
engage with more diverse audiences, including public school students and teachers, AIDS
activist groups, and the homeless community, among others. This chapter argues that these
oppositional exhibitions are the result of unlikely pairings—critical artists and largely traditional,
non-activist institutions—that sought to oppose injustices exacerbated by a decades-worth of
President Reagan’s regressive policies that debilitated the poor, impeded free speech, and
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diminished the civil rights of minority groups. The political situation, in other words, forged a
rapprochement between artists and institutions. Furthermore, in contrast to earlier artist-curated
exhibitions, which had been reproached for what critics perceived to be their lack of didacticism,
these interventionist exhibitions, which sought to inform their audiences about various social
issues and were thus brimming with texts (e.g., pamphlets, flyers, books, and historical
quotations), were paradoxically criticized for their targeted lessons and excessive focus on
education. I argue that this turnaround in critical opinion, which is reinforced in the following
chapter, reflects a significant change in the attributes reviewers sought and expected from
exhibitions of art: whereas in the 1960s and ’70s, they perceived scholarship as an indispensable
feature of museum exhibitions, by the late ’80s and ’90s, they developed a proclivity for more
idiosyncratic and subjective displays.
Chapter 5, “The ‘I’ of the Artist-Curator,” considers a number of artist-curated
exhibitions presented in London in the late 1990s and 2000s that are characterized by their
solipsistic focus on the artist’s psyche. Conceptually meandering and often described as poetic
self-portraits, these exhibitions frequently took shape through chance-based methods and the
artist-curator’s personal predilections and life experiences. I investigate this tendency by way of
the Hayward Gallery’s artist-as-curator series, where many such exhibitions originated. I chart
the development of this program from its inception in 1991, when it was dedicated to bolstering
the underrepresented medium of drawing, which produced Deanna Petherbridge’s “The Primacy
of Drawing” (1991) and Michael-Craig Martin’s “Drawing the Line” (1995), to its
transformation in the late 1990s, when it renounced its focus on drawing and began encouraging
its guest-curators to embrace a subjective approach to exhibition-making, resulting in Richard
Wentworth’s “Thinking Aloud” (1998), Tacita Dean’s “An Aside” (2005), and Mark
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Wallinger’s “The Russian Linesman” (2009). Through an examination of London’s
contemporary art scene in the 1990s, I conclude that these exceptionally subjective exhibitions
were informed by the rise and influence of the “young British artists” (yBas), who were skeptical
of scholarship and eager to place all responsibility for the reading of their work on the viewer, as
well as the institutional pressure on artists to curate exhibitions from an identifiably personal
point of view.
***
In order to better understand this specific phenomenon in the history of artist-curated
exhibitions—to understand why, beginning in the 1970s, museums invited artists with no
background in curatorial work or even in installation art to organize exhibitions—I have focused
my discussion to exhibitions organized by an artist or collective at the invitation of an art
museum or institution from 1969 to the present. Many of the invitees were first-time curators,
though some went on to organize other exhibitions in the wake of their initial curatorial foray.
This dissertation therefore bypasses the significant, but distinct history of artist-run spaces, such
as A.I.R. Gallery (est. 1972), Fashion Moda (1978–1993), or Tracey Emin and Sarah Lucas’ The
Shop (1993)—alternative art spaces that could be described as the contemporary manifestation of
the nineteenth- and early twentieth-century counter-exhibition.58 Furthermore, this dissertation
does not address works of art that thematize the museum as a collecting institution, such as those
featured in Kynaston McShine’s exhibition Museum as Muse (1999) at MoMA. Lastly, this
dissertation does not examine the well-trodden rise of the independent curator, a position that
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gained currency in the 1970s with figures like Szeemann, who is overrepresented in the critical
literature on exhibition history.
The paradigms that are the focus of this dissertation are unfortunately both maledominated—in the sense that the programs were established by male directors and the invitees
were primarily male artists until the 1990s—and Western-centric, insofar as the early history of
this phenomenon is confined to a handful of metropolises in the United States and Europe. The
reasons for this are perhaps obvious: blatant gender and racial inequality is the result of
entrenched institutional discrimination, which only began to be amended in the mid-1990s and
2000s as more women artists and artists of color were included in museum shows; the
geographic biases are due, in part, to how the socio-political circumstances of different countries
in the postwar period determined the relationship between artists and institutions. While in the
West the relationship between the avant-garde and official art institutions became relatively more
collaborative in the second half of the twentieth century, in non-Western countries, especially
those where communism was the reigning political ideology (Eastern Europe, and parts of Asia
and Africa), this relationship was characterized by suspicion and distrust. As art historian and
curator Biljana Ciric writes in her illuminating anthology on the history of exhibitions in the city
of Shanghai between 1979 and 2006, artist-curated exhibitions—the principal sites for the
production of knowledge and experimentation during these years—were not staged in museums
or institutions of art because such official spaces were state controlled and repressive.59 In recent
years, however, following cultural and economic changes that have led to a more globalized,
interconnected, and homogenized art world—including the dissolution of the Eastern Bloc and
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advances in communications technologies—artist-curated exhibitions and biennials, in concert
with contemporary art spaces and museums, have proliferated worldwide.60
Today, the museum practice of asking an artist to curate an exhibition is pervasive.
However, the origins and development of this practice are largely unknown. This dissertation not
only corrects a significant lacuna in the historical account of the artist-as-curator, but it also
contributes to museology, detailing how such exhibitions have reshaped museum practices,
exhibition formats, and the roles of, and relationships between, artists and curators. As artistcurated exhibitions have helped normalize and popularize unconventional, idiosyncratic
exhibitions, they have likewise shifted the understanding and practice of the curator: Historically,
and at its etymological root, the curator is a custodial, pedagogical and largely administrative
position. Defined as “a guardian,” as “one who has the care and superintendence of something,”
the word ‘curator’ originates from the Latin word curare, meaning “to take care of.” In ancient
Rome, curatores oversaw the Empire’s aqueducts, bathhouses, and sewers; in the medieval
period, the word designated a priest devoted to the care of souls, and by the eighteenth century, it
came to be understood as a keeper of a museum’s collection.61 As curators began to collaborate
more frequently with artists in the mid twentieth century (think of curator Lawrence Alloway’s
work with the Independent Group in the 1950s, and that of Seth Siegelaub’s with conceptual
artists in the 1960s), their role assumed some of the creative faculties of their collaborators.
However, until the 1990s, the curator was still characterized by their integrity, objectivity, and
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fidelity to the artist’s vision. In the last couple of decades though, as artist-curated exhibitions
have proliferated, dramatically redefining—and primarily loosening—the parameters of
exhibitions, the curatorial position has likewise transformed into a subjective and performative
activity less and less distinct, or divisible, from that of the artist. This shift has had profound
ramifications for our understanding of authorship. No longer one who necessarily creates, an
author is increasingly one who selects and rearranges. The artist, by contrast, who, as this
dissertation demonstrates, is distinguished by their freedom, creativity and subversive
disposition, has moved further in the direction of celebrity. These dramatic changes have gone
hand in hand with a shift in the conception, form, and priorities of institutional exhibitions.
Formerly perceived as objective vehicles for the dissemination of knowledge, today they are
understood as identifiably authored and partial. However, the newfound premium on explicitly
subjective installations—on sensibility, affect, mood, and atmosphere—has triumphed over the
construction of meaning, and reduced the importance of education and scholarship in exhibition
making.
What is perhaps less conspicuous, however, is that this dissertation is as much a critical
analysis and history of artist-curated exhibitions as it is a narrative of the rise of contemporary art
as a distinct and influential field. Whereas such artist-as-curator programs were inaugurated by
historical museums seeking to render themselves more contemporary, in recent years they have
been adopted by contemporary art institutions. This incongruous development is the result of a
shift in the understanding of the category of contemporary art. Whereas in the early to mid
twentieth-century, the word ‘contemporary’ was simply an adjective meaning “up to date,
fashionable, and current,” in the last few decades, it has come to designate an art historical
period. In contrast to the term ‘modern,’ which experienced an analogous transformation, the
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contemporary is not characterized by the temporal progression—the linear A-B-C logic—that
was fundamental to modernism (and the Museum of Modern Art’s master narrative). Rather, as
numerous theorists and philosophers beginning in the late 1980s have argued, the contemporary
is out of sync with time, asynchronous and multi-temporal. The result of a panoply of converging
geopolitical, technological, cultural, and socioeconomic events, including the breakdown of the
Soviet Bloc, the advent of the World Wide Web, the rise of digital culture, and the consolidation
of economic globalization, the contemporary is characterized by its uneasy contradictions, rather
than by its simple advancement. Because this dissertation examines the development of the
contemporary as an art historical period, it employs the word contemporary both in its earlier
sense—i.e. as a descriptor denoting that which is recent and newfangled—and in its ulterior
manifestation as a noun identifying a related set of artistic tendencies, amassed not because of
their formal or stylistic resemblance, but because of their similarities in approach. Taking my cue
from philosopher Arthur. C. Danto, I describe this approach as a type of collage arranged from
previously autonomous, often individually authored and temporally diverse objects that have
been aggregated to form a new transhistorical whole.62 This dissertation will thus demonstrate
that the proliferation of artist-curated exhibitions—with their largely unconventional, ahistorical,
collagist approaches—has not only resulted in the dismantling of history as it was understood
and represented during the modern period, but also shaped the contemporary as a separate field.
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Chapter 1: “Raid the Icebox”
What would happen [...] if some important contemporary artist were to choose an
exhibition from our reserve? If the only organizing principle would be whether or not he
liked whatever he saw? Would the result be different from having a storage show chosen
by a curator? Or by anyone? If the artist who selected the material were strong enough,
would he impose his personality on the objects? If he were famous enough, would it not
oblige the curious to look? Might his attitude not do violence to the true nature of the
objects? —John de Menil, 19691
404 objects: 2 vases, 7 blankets, 9 baskets, 9 drawings, 10 hatboxes, 11 bowls, 12
wallpapers, 12 sculptures, 17 chairs, 19 jars, 45 paintings, 57 umbrellas, and 194 pairs of shoes.
So reads a pared down version of the remarkably atypical checklist for “Raid the Icebox 1,” the
first (and last) exhibition organized by an artist under the guise of the short-lived artist-as-curator
series initiated at the RISD Museum in 1969.2 The protagonist was none other than the silverhaired American Pop artist Andy Warhol, who put on display the crude systems of storage
implemented by his host institution.
Although Warhol’s seemingly capricious experiment received considerable local and
national press coverage at the time of its exhibition, its memory was suppressed following its
closing. Between the mid 1990s and the early 2000s, however, several scholars published articles
chronicling its history, thus returning it to visibility.3 Michael Lobel’s and Deborah Bright’s
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articles both interpret the exhibition exclusively through the artist himself—his biography,
collecting practices, or body of work. Lobel pairs the artist’s curatorial foray at RISD with two
other events: “Folk and Funk” (1977), an exhibition Warhol organized from the depths of his
own idiosyncratic art collection at the Museum of American Folk Art, New York, and Sotheby’s
1988 ostentatious auction of 10,000 items from the artist’s estate following his death in 1987. To
more fully appreciate the life and work of Warhol, Lobel uses these three case studies to consider
“the imbrication of collector to homosexual,” and the collection itself—be this Warhol’s or the
RISD Museum’s—as a literal and metaphorical closet.4 Bright’s insightful article, meanwhile,
builds on Lobel’s study by introducing questions of class and economics to explain Warhol’s
eccentric collecting and curatorial approaches. She argues that the exhibition should be read
through Warhol’s “humble background,” “proletarian body,” and “class sensibility.”5 More than
his camp predilection, she contends that it was his “formative childhood years” in a lower-tomiddle-class Eastern European neighborhood in Pittsburgh that informed the show’s unusual
form.6 Citing Warhol’s request to chief curator Stephen Ostrow that each and every object in the
sizable exhibition be painstakingly itemized in the accompanying catalog, Bright asserts that
“Raid the Icebox 1” was “an exquisite act of class revenge.”7
What is missing from both accounts is a consideration of the project’s place in exhibition
and museum history. To that effect, Lisa Graziose Corrin’s 1996 article, “The Legacy of Daniel
Robbins’s ‘Raid the Icebox 1,’” goes some way towards filling that gap. Already in her title,
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Corrin lifts the emphasis off of Warhol by designating the exhibition the authorial property of
Daniel Robbins, the Director of the RISD Museum from 1965 to 1971 and one of several persons
responsible for inviting Warhol to temporarily assume the role of guest curator. Published four
years after Corrin’s collaboration with artist Fred Wilson on “Mining the Museum” (1992)—for
which, he, too, went digging into the storage of a historical institution—her article rightly
situates Warhol’s exhibition as a “benchmark project [...] for later sojourns into museum storage”
by Wilson and Joseph Kosuth, among others.8 Although brief discussions of the rise of artistcurated exhibitions bookend her text, the majority of it is dedicated to demonstrating that “Raid
the Icebox 1” was “a predictable extension of the Warhol aesthetic.”9 From the perspective of a
traditional curator, she states, the exhibition was without “rhyme or reason.” However, upon
closer inspection, the rationale resided in the figure of Warhol himself. The installation, she
argues, consisted of the same mixture of subjects, hobbies, and fetishes manifest in “Warhol’s
production of art and production of himself.”10
More recently, Anthony Huberman, director of the CCA Wattis Institute for
Contemporary Arts, published a text that moves away from Warhol’s biography and practice to
discuss the unusual form of “Raid the Icebox 1.” Huberman, too, acknowledges that the
exhibition comprised the same “fantasies” that informed Warhol’s own work and lifestyle; his
primary argument, though, is that Warhol was carrying out an agenda against curators as “selfappointed gatekeepers.”11 “Raid the Icebox 1,” he contends, should not be filed under the
heading of institutional critique because the exhibition “happily celebrated [the museum] for
8
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what it is: a great place for great stuff.”12 With little supporting evidence, Huberman boldly
claims that the exhibition was a personal affront to Robbins: “Warhol did to Danny Robbins
what he always did to others but never to himself: he brought out his trash, revealed his
perversities, exposed his irrelevancies, and made him vulnerable.”13 The crux of Huberman’s
argument hinges on a theory first proposed by Stephen Koch, author of Stargazer: The Life,
World, and Films of Andy Warhol (1985), and recounted by Bright, claiming that Warhol
identified with “Upper Bohemia” (i.e., celebrities) and “Lower Bohemia” (i.e., outcasts and
failures), but detested “Middle Bohemia” (i.e., post-Greenbergian intellectuals and vanguard
artists).14 Building on this proposition, Huberman asserts that museum directors and curators
(and thus Robbins) “naturally” belong to Middle Bohemia, and for that reason were targeted by
Warhol.15 Meager evidence aside, Huberman’s thesis subscribes to, and moreover relies on, a
narrow and dubious reading of institutional critique that understands curators as somehow
separate from the institutions they run, maintain, and determine the program of.
To these articles, this chapter will contribute an analysis of “Raid the Icebox 1” that more
fully considers the larger institutional and historical backdrop from which it arose. What follows
is a detailed account of the RISD Museum’s collecting and display habits prior and coterminous
with Warhol’s unconventional installation, as well as the museum’s financial status and charged
relationship to the student body during these years. I will show that the museum devised this
artist-as-curator scheme in order to help alleviate its pecuniary troubles, and to render its
deteriorating historical collection more “contemporary,” that is, more appealing and relevant to
its young and increasingly politicized public. Meanwhile, an examination of “Raid the Icebox 1”
12
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will disclose its politics of display—that is, how Warhol’s selections and aesthetics of display
transgressed museological norms. Warhol selected objects normally disregarded by the museum
and displayed them as he had found them in the museum’s dilapidated storeroom, propped
against the walls with sandbags or hanging on sliding metal racks. Instead of presenting a
coherent narrative or validating an object’s singularity and uniqueness, Warhol exposed those
parts of the museum collection usually hidden from public view, thereby demystifying the
unexhibitable counterpart of any museum collection. In contradistinction to Huberman, this
chapter will posit that “Raid the Icebox 1” was, in fact, an act of institutional critique.

History of the RISD Museum
The RISD Museum’s choice of Warhol as a guest curator suggests that it had a
substantial interest in contemporary art, but for nearly a century the museum was chiefly wedded
to the relics of the past. The Rhode Island School of Design and Museum were incorporated in
1877 to instruct artisans, train students, and generally advance the public’s education through the
collection and exhibition of industrial and fine art.16 The museum had no stipulation in its
founding document specifying what kind of work or from what period it should collect, but with
bastions of antiquities at its helm, it championed objects belonging to earlier periods. For
example, Eliza Metcalf Radeke, the president of RISD from 1913 to 1931, who wielded
significant influence on the museum’s collecting standards and contributed generously to its
holdings, prized ancient art.17 In partnership with Radeke, Earle Rowe, the museum’s first
professional and longest lasting director (1912–1937), focused his energies on amassing an
16
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extensive array of historical artifacts: Greek and Roman portrait busts, Chinese mortuary figures
and hanging scrolls, Etruscan jewelry, Egyptian pottery, Persian miniatures, and Peruvian
textiles. An archeologist by training, Rowe profoundly shaped the museum’s collection, bringing
approximately 15,000 objects into its possession in little over two decades. While his successor,
Alexander Dorner—who was hired in January 1938 at the suggestion of architect Walter Gropius
and MoMA director Alfred Barr—was known for his support of the avant-garde, he, like Rowe,
was more interested in building a strong encyclopedic collection than in rendering the museum a
center for twentieth century art. During his short tenure (1938–1941), Dorner adapted his
signature “atmosphere galleries”—didactic arrangements in which objects are situated in
contrived environments intended to convey the spirit of their original settings—to the display of
Egyptian, Mesopotamian, Classical and Medieval art.18 Through the use of appropriate
furnishings and evocative lighting, wall colors, and sounds, he thoroughly transformed the
manner in which these periods were presented.19 Although subsequent directors, including
Gordon Washburn (1942–1959), John Maxon (1952–1959) and David Carter (1959–1965),
digressed from Dorner’s distinct vision, they continued to diversify the museum’s collection and
fill in its gaps, strengthening its holdings of Baroque and Northern Renaissance art.

18

Dorner first developed and implemented the “atmosphere galleries” at the Landesmuseum in Hanover, Germany,
where he was director from 1925 to 1937. Arranged in chronological order, the galleries were meant to enhance the
viewer’s understanding of the evolution of history, thus shifting the emphasis away from the museum as a “treasure
vault” and towards its function as an educational facility.
19
For the Medieval gallery at the RISD Museum, Dorner had two stained glass windows lit from behind to simulate
the “light of heaven,” whereas for the Classical gallery, he had the walls painted blue “like the Aegean sky.” Carla
Mathes Woodward, “Acquisition, Preservation, and Education: A History of the Museum,” in A Handbook of the
Museum of Art: Rhode Island School of Design, eds. Carla Mathes Woodward and Franklin W. Robinson
(Providence, RI: Rhode Island School of Design, 1985), 39. See also Curt Germundson, “Alexander Dorner’s
Atmosphere Room: The Museum as Experience,” in Visual Resources: An International Journal of Documentation
21.3 (2005), 263–273.

43

The appointment of Robbins in May 1965, however, signaled a marked change in the
RISD Museum’s agenda.20 No longer was its focus on earlier eras. “With the arrival of Daniel
Robbins,” writes RISD historian Carla Mathes Woodward, “the Museum entered the
contemporary world in full force.”21 Plucked from the Guggenheim Museum, the young and
ambitious Robbins was recognized for his connections to the burgeoning postwar New York art
world. Upon his engagement at RISD, Robbins dramatically redirected the course of the
museum’s collecting practices, making contemporary art a priority. He pursued regions
unexplored by his predecessors, such as the Nancy Sayles Day Collection of Latin American Art,
which ranges from the 1930s social realist paintings of Diego Rivera to the 1960s Pop art
compositions of Marisol. One year later, in 1967, Robbins introduced The Albert Pilavin
Collection of Twentieth-Century Art, a purchase fund responsible for bringing to the museum the
work of Ellsworth Kelly, Franz Kline, Robert Rauschenberg, Mark di Suvero, Cy Twombly, and
Warhol.22
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Problems at the RISD Museum
By the time Robbins initiated the artist-as-curator series “Raid the Icebox” in 1969, the
RISD Museum was in a rather precarious position on a number of fronts. Financial stability, for
example, was a point of great concern for the museum and school alike.23 Reports from the
treasurer show that RISD went from a surplus of $38,134 in 1967 to a deficit of $180,482 in
1969.24 According to the Annual Report of the Treasurer to the Board of Trustees, dated October
31, 1969:
The corporation of Rhode Island School of Design, embracing the College and the
Museum of Art is in the midst of serious financial problems. Even since my last report,
new and heavy pressures have developed making bleaker the situation I outlined last
year. The heaviest of these was the program for the disadvantaged student. Financial
assistance to this group alone this year totaled just under $60,000. Over a four-year
stretch this could total $250,000, a figure that was our total financial aid budget only a
few years ago. At the same time federal sources of support are either being cut back or
kept at their current level. On top of this has been the jumping inflation. We will have to
seriously question a number of these areas, and confront difficult decisions.25
Although the annual report names only financial aid, inflation, and federal spending cuts as
grounds for RISD’s escalating pecuniary quandaries, the “Budget Operating Statement” of 1969–
70 singled out the museum as a significant source of its hardship, stating that its “total operation
[...] is a larger contributor to our deficit than our educational operation.”26
Nevertheless, the cause of the RISD Museum’s troubles extended beyond its monetary
difficulties. With the Vietnam War raging in the background, the growth of the black power
23
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movement, and the ensuing domestic civil strife, the museum was the target of repeated attacks
by student activists between February 1969 and June 1970—a timeline that perfectly coincides
with the conceptualization of the “Raid the Icebox” series and its first exhibition at the RISD
Museum. A general dissatisfaction amongst students had been bubbling up since 1968, but a
critical mass developed only in the spring of 1969 when a band of “concerned students”
coalesced to draft a petition to the school.27 The group, which rapidly grew to encompass nearly
half the student body and a number of like-minded faculty, demanded RISD establish a new
$500,000 scholarship fund for minority and low-income students, and that it reassess its values
so that “money is spent on people, not things.”28 One professor, Dr. Stanley O. Yarian, stated,
“The money is there. It’s a question of priorities—whether the school feels this kind of effort is
more important than, say, an addition to the museum to house the Pendleton collection of
furniture.”29 Students likewise charged the museum “the hobby of the wealthy East Siders,” and
bitterly accused the trustees of paying more attention to its needs than to those of the college.
Despite Robbins continual efforts to render the museum more attractive and relevant to its
audiences, students and critics denounced it as outmoded: “the museum and its collection is not
relevant to today’s social problems.”30
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The topic of much discussion in the press, the RISD Museum responded on several
occasions to its detractors. In one instance, the Curator of Education, Marian Thomas, called
critic Paul Michaud ill-informed after he published an article suggesting that the museum convert
itself to a children’s institution due to its poor attendance figures. To Michaud’s uncorroborated
claim that the museum’s primary audience consists of school children “forced to go on scheduled
tours which they view as ‘an easy way to get out of doing something else equally boring,’”
Thomas retorted: “Because we are the only Art Museum in Rhode Island, we believe it is our
responsibility to offer the opportunity to become acquainted with first rate, original works of art,
works not usually found in museums exclusively for children.”31 In another piece, Robbins, too,
disputed falsehoods circulating about the museum (such as its alleged affluence), asserting, “this
is a very poor museum,” which “needs money very badly.”32 And to the “concerned students”
specifically, he countered, “the museum belongs to everyone in Rhode Island and should not be
sacrificed to the demands of student activists.”33
Matters significantly worsened just weeks before the opening of “Raid the Icebox 1”
when the school issued a four-page statement rejecting the students’ demands owing to a lack of
sufficient funds. “Unrest Pervades RISD,” announced the headline of an article dated April 13,
1970, which reported rumors of proposed activities not unlike those performed by the Art
Workers Coalition months earlier at the Museum of Modern Art in New York:
There’s talk on the Rhode Island School of Design campus these days of doing something
“revolutionary” in the art world—[...] of painting the whole “dying” school black, of
building coffins with the names of the board of trustees on them, of invading the RISD
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Museum with bags of beef blood to be left in puddles on the floor, of taking over an
administration office or of conducting “liberated” classes.34
Talk turned to action but five days later when students stormed out of a speech by Talbot
Rantoul (the school’s president from 1969–1975) who, despite his intentions to address the
concerns of, and hopefully appease, the body politic, only incited further hostility. The parents in
the audience remained in attendance, but pressed Rantoul on the museum’s educational value,
and probed whether the ties binding the two institutions could be severed.35
Given this context, it is hard not to see “Raid the Icebox” as a panacea, a would-be cureall for the museum’s manifold financial, public-image, and collection-based problems.
“Confessions of a Museum Director,” Robbins’s contribution to the catalog of “Raid the Icebox
1,” is a telling document; it hints at, and sometimes even bluntly divulges, the impetuses for the
series. In the first paragraph of his text, Robbins describes some of the incredible “treasures” the
museum has to offer, which, he ruefully notes, are languishing in crammed cellars on account of
the museum’s constricted funds and limited display spaces (additional galleries had not been
generated since 1927).36 “Entirely too much has been allowed to deteriorate,” Robbins lamented,
“for conservation is an expensive and unglamorous item in the pinched museum budget.”37 With
an overcrowded, neglected storeroom of nearly forty-five thousand objects to steward, the
museum committee had suggested to Robbins that they cease to acquire new works of art. But
for a specialist of contemporary art, such a proposition was unviable. To “opt out of the present”
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would be to abdicate a fundamental responsibility the museum had to its public.38 “The instant a
general art museum, like ours, loses contact with the present, it dies a little bit,” wrote Robbins.39
Of equal concern to the thirty-five-year-old director was the dispassionate attitude of RISD
students towards the museum’s great historical holdings. Robbins maintains that they appeared
to lack the patience for the majority of the museum’s holdings, let alone possess a familiarity
with the history and iconography of art that was routine a few centuries ago. To appeal to the
youth, he asserted, museum personnel had become accustomed to replacing “time-tested,
evocative masterpieces” with the “equivocal expressions of our time.”40 How, then, does a
museum burdened with a tight budget, an apathetic audience, and the maintenance of a large
historical collection, remain contemporary? It beckons a wildly popular artist to rummage
through its stock and put on display his discoveries, thus revivifying historical works with a
contemporary frame. Indeed, those closest to the realization of “Raid the Icebox 1,” museum
personnel and select members of Warhol’s entourage, believed that “the cultural fabric of the
past” would be restored “through the contemporary eyes of Warhol.”41

“Raid the Icebox 1”
Robbins was pivotal to the formation and realization of “Raid the Icebox 1,” however, the
series and its evocative title were, in fact, the brainchild of renowned Texan art collectors John
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and Dominique de Menil, who had been invited by Robbins to visit the museum’s neglected
storerooms in February 1969 while an exhibition of their collection was on view in the
museum’s galleries.42 According to Robbins, as the couple roamed the “stuffed storage”
chambers and became privy to the museum’s setbacks, John de Menil speculated:43
What would happen [...] if some important contemporary artist were to choose an
exhibition from our reserve? If the only organizing principle would be whether or not he
liked whatever he saw? Would the result be different from having a storage show chosen
by a curator? Or by anyone? If the artist who selected the material were strong enough,
would he impose his personality on the objects? If he were famous enough, would it not
oblige the curious to look? Might his attitude not do violence to the true nature of the
objects?44
The decision to invite an artist as seemingly aloof and politically indifferent as Warhol, certainly
gave the already irate RISD students ammunition, and yet Robbins’ decision was not without
reason.45 Warhol was recognized for his selective hand. Akin to his predecessor Marcel
Duchamp—the progenitor of the readymade whose entire practice as an artist and générateurarbitre consisted of curatorial-like selections—Warhol “instilled life into” everyday objects (e.g.
Campbell’s soup cans, Coca-Cola bottles, Brillo boxes).46 The choice to let the artist loose inside
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the museum’s vaults was therefore prompted by his already proven ability to confer aura onto
otherwise disregarded objects.47
“Raid the Icebox 1” was—at the time of its making—sui generis. It willfully defied every
rule of the unwritten handbook on how to curate an exhibition. Embracing chaos over order, it
lacked all the hallmarks of a museum exhibition at that time, such as a logical selection of
authentic works, a secure thematic framework, in-depth scholarly research, and informative wall
labels. It also erased the paradigmatic museological distinctions that separate high from low,
originals from reproductions, and the fine from the decorative arts.
Amassed over the course of Warhol’s six visits to the RISD Museum’s storeroom, the
peculiar checklist of “Raid the Icebox 1” could not have been the work of a professional curator
(at least, that is, not in 1969) [Fig. 1.1]. Frustrated museum staff bemoaned that Warhol’s choices
were not prudently made. Despite his supposed knack for selecting objects, Warhol pointed to
artifacts of interest to him in an ostensibly careless, almost arbitrary manner. As a result, the
contents of the exhibition were strikingly diverse in origin and traversed nearly the entire history
of art, from an ancient Roman marble of Agrippina the Younger circa 40 A.D. to a twentiethcentury bronze of Dipamkara Buddha from Thailand. Warhol even requested the inclusion of a
live ginkgo tree he had spied in the museum’s courtyard [Fig. 1.2]. For a group of works
assembled by a Pop master in a series intended to attract the young and enhance the museum’s
relevance and reputation, Warhol’s choices were conspicuously devoid of postwar examples.
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Apart from an Op-art painting by Argentinian Eduardo Mac Entyre of 1966, no contemporary
art—not even his own—was featured.
Notwithstanding the considerable breathe of Warhol’s selections, patterns could be
detected by the sharp-eyed. Cast-offs, misfits, and degenerates were present in abundance.48 The
types of virtuoso objects traditionally revered by museums were forsaken for the damaged or
forlorn: unattributed pieces by amateur artists, mediocre imitations of reputable works, and
dilapidated objects. According to David Bourdon, an art critic who accompanied Warhol on his
trips into storage, when a “modest but charming” Cézanne still life of apples was uncovered,
Warhol asked: “Is that a real Cézanne or a fake one? If that’s real, we won’t take it.”49 Warhol
similarly dismissed “spectacular examples” of blockfront furniture by the Goddard-Townsend
group (a prestigious group of cabinetmakers from the eighteenth century), but was keen to
exhibit a “primitive little table with a top so warped as to be utterly useless.”50 Featuring heaps of
jars, wallpapers, and various kinds of furniture, Warhol’s exhibition unsettled the museological
hierarchy of medium by prizing the commonly sidelined decorative and applied arts over the fine
art mediums of painting and sculpture. In a letter to a trustee dated September 17, 1969, Robbins
disclosed his astonishment at the kinds of work Warhol privileged and revealed his own
conservative outlook:
I must say all of us were a little startled of the nature of works that Andy chose! Of
almost 300 objects that are included in Raid the Icebox there are perhaps 25 that any
curator, in his right mind, would agree were first class. He passed over works by Corot,
Cassatt, Isabey, Meissonier and many many more, choosing instead baskets, blankets,
shoes, chairs, etc. Of the 25 major paintings, the John Singer Sargent is very high on the
list and therefore, has particular importance from our point of view to the show.51
48
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Among the other outcasts, Warhol prioritized indigenous artifacts. Native American rugs, bowls
and vases adorned with elaborate abstract designs were highlighted in addition to any imagery
that depicted Native Americans, such as an anonymous seventeenth-century painting of Ninigret,
a sachem of the eastern Niantic tribe in New England [Fig. 1.3].52
In keeping with his penchant for working in multiples (think of his screen prints), Warhol
chose for inclusion entire series over singular objects. His disconcerting decision to put on
display a five-door wooden cabinet housing every shoe in the museum’s collection (with each
pair, duplicates and all, complemented by detailed catalog entries) has arguably become the best
known aspect of the exhibition [Fig. 1.4]. As Bourdon recalls:
Warhol wanted the entire shoe collection. Did he mean the cabinet as well? “Oh, yes, just
like that.” But what about the doors? Would he allow people to open and close them?
“Spectator participation,” Warhol murmured. Robbins was startled. No curator, he said,
would have thought of exhibiting the shoes “just like that.”53
The shoe cabinet was but one of many series Warhol brought into his fold. He similarly selected
all the parasols, hatboxes, and Windsor chairs in the museum’s collection. The chairs, in various
states of disrepair, proved to be highly contentious. As adulterated objects (only retained by the
museum as spare parts), they did not meet the usual criteria for museum display: “What violence
the idea of spare parts does to our fanatical notion of uniqueness and the state of an object’s
preservation!” exclaimed Robbins. At the time, the curator of American furniture would not
allow a piece to be exhibited in the museum if it was “married,” that is, if all its parts were not
original.54 In addition to these impure chairs, Warhol chose stacks of paintings marred by gashes
and stains, and sculptures restored in such obtrusive ways as to be presumed unexhibitable.
52
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Despite Warhol’s conspicuous rejection of art and artists deemed canonical, several reviewers
chose only to focus on the handful of “A-listers” in “Raid the Icebox 1.” Writing for The TimesPicayune, critic Alberta Collier pointed out a pastel drawing by Edgar Degas, a bronze sculpture
by Auguste Rodin, and an oil painting by Henri Rousseau, seeing them as “reflections of the Pop
master’s taste and temperament.”55 Such descriptions not only misrepresent the exhibition, but
they also suggest that the reviewer either completely misunderstood it, or was trying to purposely
undermine its underlying principles.
“Raid the Icebox 1” defied modern conventions of display, in which objects are
assembled by school, theme or medium, centered at 60 inches from the floor, evenly spaced, and
well lit. Instead, the exhibition comprised heterogeneous groupings of objects arranged in a
dense, seemingly random manner to approximate the methods by which these objects were
stored in the museum’s vaults: crowded in clusters, casually strewn on shelves, haphazardly
propped against the walls with sandbags, and hung askew on chain-link fences [Fig. 1.5, 1.6].56
Because photographs of both the museum’s storage and the exhibition’s installation survive, we
know that, on occasion, the distinctions between the two sets are so negligible as to be nearly
imperceptible. Take for example the miscellaneous pedestals and busts clumped together in a
corner of the museum’s pipe-ridden basement or the Baroque and Neoclassical works stacked
pell-mell, which, in both cases, were transplanted to the museum’s white-walled galleries with
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only minor adjustments [Fig. 1.7–1.10]. Installation shots also reveal a slew of objects omitted
from the catalog, but inserted in the context of the exhibition to recreate the basement’s
atmosphere. These include empty crates, cardboard boxes, translucent tarp, gilded wooden
frames, a rolling step ladder, a sofa covered with Turkish rugs, heaps of outdated auction
catalogs, and a black lacquered chair normally occupied by museum security that Warhol placed
on a pedestal, temporarily elevating it to the status of a work [Fig. 1.11–1.13].57 The lighting,
too, was lowered and irregularly positioned to mimic that found in the museum’s storage units
[Fig. 1.14].58 In one room, only a single pendulous naked bulb was responsible for illuminating
rows of Windsor chairs climbing up a dark backdrop—a tactic used to conjure the basement’s
dank, dreary atmosphere [Fig. 1.15, 1.16].
Of course, certain sections of “Raid the Icebox 1” were installed in a slightly more
stylized manner and subtly diverged from storage arrangements in ways that set the exhibition
apart from a mere 1:1 reproduction of the RISD Museum’s subterranean chamber on its ground
floor. Perhaps the greatest deviation is evidenced by the different displays of the umbrellas:
Although Warhol discovered them bundled in a closet, for the purposes of the exhibition he had
them dangled from a wire bottom-side-up in various states of undress. This Surrealist-like
inversion of inside and outside, of up and down is reminiscent of Duchamp’s well-known use of
suspended coal sacks at the “Exposition Internationale du Surréalisme,” Paris, 1938, but it also
resembles a perversion of commercial display strategies deployed by umbrella retailers [Fig.
1.17–1.19]. Meanwhile, the intrusion of stanchions and thin white ropes, situated to cordon off
57

Letter to Daniel Robbins from Dominique de Menil, September 8, 1969, Daniel Robbins Correspondence File,
Rhode Island School of Design Archives.
58
Fig. 1.14, for instance, pictures an area so dimly-lit that half a painting is lost to darkness. The museum’s
concerted effort to manipulate the lighting to dramatic effect is confirmed by Robbins’ correspondence with the de
Menils, in which he boasts: “as we have rheostats on the lights we were able to do good things with spots and
shadows.” Letter to Mr. and Mrs. John de Menil from Daniel Robbins, April 23, 1970, Daniel Robbins
Correspondence File, Rhode Island School of Design Archives.

55

especially vulnerable configurations from the public’s possible missteps, gave the space a
familiar air of exclusivity and exposed the aggregate installation as a kind of ready-made [Fig.
1.20].59
So odd were Warhol’s choices and methods of display that “Raid the Icebox 1” must
have appeared without any organizing theme. For critics at the time, as well as scholars writing
retrospectively, the only unifying principle was Warhol himself. “Raid the Icebox 1” was not, in
their estimation, an exhibition of individual works; it was, instead, one large, messy, experiential
installation assembled by the king of Pop art. One critic observed that: “Though Andy had not a
single work of his own in the entire exhibition, the sum of his efforts at selection, placement and
installation made up an entirely new creation: a walk-through, see-through, monumental work of
Warholia.”60 Another reporter likewise described the exhibition as a single, large, immersive Pop
artwork, “where artist, rather than a curator, has selected works for their visual, rather than
intellectual relationship.”61 Such an understanding of the exhibition was also endorsed by the
collaborating museums. The Delgado Museum’s invitation cards, for example, were embellished
with the following description: “Chosen by a leading contemporary artist, this unique exhibition
has proved to be a creative form of ‘found object construction’ or ‘a readymade assemblage,’
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which includes paintings, sculpture, decorative and applied arts as they were ‘discovered’ in
storage at the Rhode Island School of Design.”62 Robbins, too, expressed similar sentiments in
the exhibition’s catalog, where he divulged:
There were exasperating moments when we felt that Andy Warhol was exhibiting
‘storage’ rather than works of art, that a series of labels could mean as much to him as the
paintings to which they refer. And perhaps they do, for in his vision, all things become
part of the whole and we know that what is being exhibited is Andy Warhol.63
I argue that Warhol was precisely “exhibiting storage rather than works of art,” but not to exhibit
himself, as so many have proposed. Instead, I contend that in “Raid the Icebox 1,” Warhol, like a
number of his contemporaries, performed a type of “institutional critique.”
Growing out of the micro- and macro-political events in and around 1968, institutional
critique is a complex and varied practice that at its core interrogates the ideological, social, and
economic functions of institutions of art and other means of distribution and display.64 It has
taken various forms, seeking, for instance, to unmask the hidden mechanisms of art institutions
by exposing their so-called neutral and objective methods of presentation as historically and
socially determined constructions. Here institutional critique not only refers to the ways
museums exhibit and contextualize works of art, but also includes a reflection on the types of
objects museums collect and privilege (and, by extension, those they repress or avoid), as well as
the systems they institute to store and safeguard them. While experimenting with the guiding
principle and layout of the exhibition, Warhol had considered executing what could be described
as a more traditional and straightforward institutional critique exhibition: he had suggested
selecting unidealized objects and presenting them in a purportedly idealized manner—carefully
lit and framed as autonomous works of art, divorced from their contexts and thus ostensibly free
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of political and ideological interests.65 “Raid the Icebox 1” did include one object that was
granted such treatment: the black lacquered security guard’s chair. For the most part, however,
Warhol adopted a yet more unconventional approach: he exhibited the museum’s rejects as
rejects, just as he had found them in the museum’s storage—clustered in dense groupings,
carelessly leaned against walls, hung awry on chain-link fences, and irregularly lit. The effect,
though, was unchanged. By refusing to comply with the display conventions of the museum,
Warhol drew attention to those very protocols that endow institutions with the authority to define
art. In other words, through his unceremonious, unorthodox arrangements, Warhol made public
the RISD Museum’s disreputable storage practices, as well as demystified the museum by
divesting it of its customary practices of enhancement.
A similar act had been performed a year earlier by the Belgian poet-turned-artist Marcel
Broodthaers, who inaugurated a “museum” in his apartment in September 1968, shortly after he
had participated in the occupation of the Palais des Beaux-Arts in Brussels. Like “Raid the
Icebox 1,” the first part of Broodthaers’ Musée d’Art Moderne, Département des Aigles, Section
XIXème Siècle (Museum of Modern Art, Department of Eagles, Nineteenth-Century Section)
comprised an admixture of installation equipment, storage paraphernalia and reproductions: a
ladder propped against the wall, empty picture crates stenciled with the usual warnings (e.g.,
“handle with care,” “fragile” and “keep dry”), and postcards of well-known nineteenth-century
French paintings—reminders, as art historian Douglas Crimp states, of the “‘overvaluation’ of art
that makes it an object of luxury consumption” [Fig. 1.21, 1.22].66 Though different in at least
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one fundamental manner—Warhol’s installation took place in an established museum while
Broodthaers’ adopted the signs of a museum to create a fictitious one—the two projects shared a
similar objective: to expose the museum as an institutional frame.
Unlike Broodthaers, Warhol has not become central to the history of “institutional
critique.” As numerous scholars have noted, the critical discourse on Warhol has consistently
circled back to the debate over whether he was a cynical profiteer who only passively reflected
mass culture for opportunistic ends, or a social and political commentator who deliberately
manipulated media images in a subversive critique of postwar American culture. This debate has
taken more than one form, but has nearly always centered on Warhol’s Death and Disaster series
(c. 1962–65). Some scholars have tried to reconcile Warhol’s apolitical statements (e.g., “I am a
deeply superficial person”) with his political iconography (e.g., race riots, police brutality, the
death penalty, atomic explosions, and a host of political figures and leaders, including Fidel
Castro, Mao Zedong, Richard Nixon, and John F. Kennedy).67 Others have asked whether his
work is simulacral or referential—that is, whether his images are indiscriminate and empty, or
attached to referents, to real things in the world, and thus have deep meaning).68 As Hal Foster
Broodthaers,” Museums by Artists, edited by A. A. Bronson and Peggy Gale (Toronto: Art Metropole, 1983), 39–56;
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indicates, the simulacral account has often been advanced by thinkers associated with
poststructuralism, for whom the critique of representation “seems to depend on the example of
Warhol as Pop.”69 In 1970, the year of “Raid the Icebox 1,” French philosopher Jean Baudrillard,
for example, wrote that the object in Pop art “loses its symbolic meaning,” and that the style
signifies the “end of subversion.”70 A decade later, in 1980, Roland Barthes similarly asserted
that Pop art is “cut off from his source;” the Pop artist, he added, “has no depth: he is merely the
surface of his pictures, no signified, no intention, anywhere”—a paradoxical argument that
criticizes Warhol’s purported surfaceness, but takes Warhol’s statements at face value: “I see
everything that way, the surface of things, a kind of mental Braille, I just pass my hands over the
surface of things… There was no profound reason for doing a death series, no victims of their
time; there was no reason for doing it at all, just a surface reason.”71
On the other side of the debate are a number of art historians, such as Thomas Crow and
Anne Wagner, who have, in different ways, depicted Warhol as critical and engaged. (It is telling
that these readings emerged after Warhol’s death, not, in my estimation, in order to redeem or
exalt Warhol, but rather because the distance from the self-created Warhol and his affected
statements allowed for a more analytical interpretation of his art).72 Writing in May 1987, a few
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months after Warhol’s death, Crow, for instance, asserted that Warhol was an empathetic truthteller who commented on “the open sores in American political life” and exposed the inadequacy
of consumer culture through “the reality of suffering and death.”73 Nearly a decade later, in 1996,
Wagner built a persuasive case for Warhol as a history painter, arguing that his numerous Race
Riots works (1963–64) constitute an especially “recalcitrant” category within his output.74 In
nearly every instance, however, the debate has primarily focused on the content of either
Warhol’s statements or art. In “Raid the Icebox 1,” by contrast, Warhol’s politics is not only
evident in the show’s content (i.e., neglected and damaged artworks), but also in its form (i.e., its
display—a reproduction of the museum’s dilapidated storage).75 Together they amounted to a sly
critique of the value systems and hierarchies the museum championed. It is thus my contention
that “Raid the Icebox 1”—a seminal work that, until recently, was overlooked, and still resides in
the periphery of Warhol’s practice—confirms the artist’s subversive disposition.
Nevertheless, it is perhaps not entirely surprising that the critical dimension of “Raid the
Icebox 1” was lost on its public; after all, Warhol not only embraced a commercially-driven,
star-studded, glamorous scene distinct from the inquiring socio-politically-minded milieu of
those artists more frequently associated with institutional critique (i.e., Broodthaers, Daniel
Buren and Hans Haacke), but he also made vibrantly-hued, splashy Pop paintings at odds with
the structural/linguistic work of these Conceptual artists. Furthermore, at RISD, Warhol
exhibited the manufactured, indifferent attitude for which he was best known, and for which he
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had been pegged as apolitical and disinterested. During an interview with a local television
station, for example, Warhol answered his interviewer’s questions with especially terse,
monosyllabic responses, or deferred to his accomplice, Carol La Brie, for answers [Fig. 1.23].76
When the students approached him about donating a work to their benefit sale, Warhol said “he
didn’t know what he could give them except perhaps a new underarm deodorant.”77 Nor did the
museum’s elaborate fanfare to celebrate the exhibition’s opening, which included a specially
commissioned ballad for “Raid the Icebox 1,” in addition to the usual press conference and VIP
dinner party, help promote the exhibition as a critical forum.78 In the same way that the writing
on Warhol in the 1960s and ’70s was heavily influenced by his famous pronouncements and thus
oftentimes blind to his subversive critique, it is perhaps only in retrospect that one can recognize
the defiant character of “Raid the Icebox 1”—an essential feature that not one critic was able to
identify in 1970.
Although “Raid the Icebox 1” attracted some favorable press while on tour (most of
which consisted of promotional pomp predating the show’s actual time on exhibit), upon its
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debut at RISD, the positive flow of feedback came to an abrupt halt.79 One reporter, for example,
dismissed the exhibition as a heedless experiment not to be taken seriously: “Raiding the Icebox
provides an interesting approach to staging an exhibition. It should be remembered, however,
that such a show is a highly individual thing both aesthetically and intellectually and its overall
validity, beyond this, is to be doubted.”80 All in all, the critics were considerably more reserved
in their condemnations than the RISDiers who, at the exhibition’s exclusive members’ preview,
vigorously chanted “Sell the Exhibition,” “People over Porcelain,” “The money’s there, if you
care,” and “Serve All of R.I., Not Just the East Side,” while parading makeshift signs demanding
an increase in scholarship funding for minorities and jangling cans for contributions [Fig. 1.24].81
Of the roughly 600 people in attendance, more than 100 were dissenting students. According to
several reports, there was, amidst museum staff, some trepidation that demonstrators might
wantonly attack the objects on view: “There were moments last night when I was a little afraid
that we might have a catastrophe—that a militant would deliberately smash something,”
recounted Robbins.82 Though the artworks and museum emerged from the opening unscathed,
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weeks later, tensions at RISD escalated to fever pitch as news of the May 4, 1970 massacre at
Kent State—where the Ohio National Guard opened fire on unarmed students protesting the
Cambodia Campaign, unjustly killing four—reached the public. The tragedy refueled the
oppositional tenor of RISD students, who, not more than twenty-four hours later, shrouded the
entrance of the museum and those of other local buildings with black vinyl, dotted their lawns
with white crosses, erected a public petition calling for the immediate withdrawal of troops from
Southeast Asia, and mobilized campus-wide strike activities (within days, nearly half the school
was on strike) [Fig. 1.25–1.27].83 Their target, however, was no longer the exhibition or museum
per se, but rather all institutions of authority and power.

Conclusion: Curatorial Responsibility vs. Artistic Freedom
A wunderkammer of museum rejects, “Raid the Icebox 1” disclosed the RISD Museum’s
hierarchical system of evaluation. It elevated objects deemed less valuable at the time by the
museum and thus usually hidden from view: Native American crafts and tapestries, copies of
renowned paintings, spare parts and badly damaged works. It presented its underappreciated
contents just as they had been haphazardly stored in the museum’s cellar in order to expose the
museum’s unprofessional storage practices as well as its masquerade of institutional order. Its
significance grew out of the tension between the divergent objectives of the two main
protagonists: Robbins, the museum’s custodian who hoped to rehabilitate the museum’s image
by having a contemporary artist reinterpret its “incredible treasures,” and Warhol, a subversive
guest curator who sought to reveal the museum’s prejudices and undercut the hegemony of the
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traditional fine arts. This tension also brought to the foreground a dialectic that permeates
throughout this dissertation: the responsibility of the curator versus the freedom of the artist.
The critical tenor of “Raid the Icebox 1,” however, was completely lost on its public.
Realized amidst the turbulence of the Vietnam War and just a year after the political unrest of
1968, the exhibition had the opposite effect Robbins intended: instead of improving the
museum’s status within the community, the exhibition only further enraged and alienated its
public. Warhol was not seen for what he was—an outsider to the museum’s ranks temporarily
granted the power to infiltrate the museum’s substructure—but rather as part of the problem, as
another wealthy elite of the Upper East Side. So antagonistic were students to the museum,
which they saw as a symbol of exclusivity and elitism, that already prior to the exhibition’s
opening they expressed hostility towards it. Had Warhol communicated a more overtly political
stance, perhaps visitors to the show would have been more inclined to see its anti-institutional
spirit (but of course this would have been impossible).
Although “Raid the Icebox 1” was misunderstood and undervalued during its time, today
it is regarded as a paradigmatic event in the history of exhibitions. So why was the series
discontinued? The student turmoil into which it was thrust was surely a contributing factor, while
correspondence also reveals that Robbins had trouble finding museums willing to participate in
the program. (In an exchange with John de Menil, Robbins disclosed: “So I called Tony Clark in
Minneapolis, and Tony said after a long conversation that first, his schedule was all booked up,
second, his storage resources were very slender and finally, he didn’t like the idea very much.”)84
In June 1971, Robbins left the museum to direct the Fogg Art Museum at Harvard, and was
succeeded by Stephen Ostrow, who was promoted from his position as chief curator. Although
84
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contemporary art continued to play an important role under his direction, decades would pass
before the RISD Museum asked another artist to curate an exhibition from its collection.
As the next few chapters will show, such distaste for artist-as-curator series was shortlived. Over the next few decades, similar programs were instituted by numerous museums in the
United States and abroad.85 “Raid the Icebox 1,” in fact, directly influenced several of the
exhibitions that emerged from such programs, including Hans Haacke’s “Viewing Matters:
Upstairs” (1996), at the Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, which similarly recreated for public
consumption the presentation aesthetic found in the museum’s storage facilities [Fig. 1.28]. In
recent years, the RISD Museum, too, has once again let contemporary artists loose in its storage
vaults to stage their own bricolage-like exhibitions. For his solo exhibition at the RISD Museum
in 2000, “Logic Rules,” artist Jim Isermann chose seventy objects from the museum’s collection
(abstract paintings, sculptures, prints, textiles and decorative art objects, dating from the 1920s to
the 1970s), which he arranged chronologically on a wall-to-wall carpet he designed using a
modular geometric pattern [Fig. 1.29]. The first initiative of the museum’s new Department of
Contemporary Art, Isermann’s exhibition, like Warhol’s, created a specific interior space in
opposition to the white cube: If Warhol’s was modeled after a disorganized basement, then
Isermann’s resembled the showroom of a design store, or the common space of a well-to-do
postmodern home.86 Though markedly more systematic, and thus less disruptive, than “Raid the
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Chapter 2: “The Artist’s Eye”
Across the Atlantic, little more than half a decade later, the National Gallery in London, a
public art museum of Western European painting from the thirteenth to the late nineteenth
century, established “The Artist’s Eye” (1977–90).1 Analogous to “Raid the Icebox,” it invited
contemporary artists to organize exhibitions from the museum’s permanent collection. The
product of a collaboration involving the newly appointed director Michael Levey, the head of
education and deputy keeper Alistair Smith, and sculptor Anthony Caro, “The Artist’s Eye” was
developed in 1976—a time of great social and economic malaise in the United Kingdom. The
country was on the precipice of bankruptcy. In fact, in that year, the UK was forced to ask the
International Monetary Fund for a $3.9 billion rescue package. The various factors that led to
this moment, including the severe decline of the country’s coal industry, the oil and energy crisis,
the unusual combination of inflation and negative economic growth (monikered “stagflation”),
and the resultant social unrest, laid the seeds for the rise of neo-liberalism in the late 1970s.
Meanwhile, the country’s cultural sector was in the midst of a tug of war between its more
progressive and conservative members. Despite the growth of contemporary art spaces and
exhibitions in the 1950s and ’60s, the country’s longstanding parochial attitude toward visual
culture, and its rejection of modern and contemporary art in particular, was experiencing a
resurgence. This is perhaps best exemplified by two contemporaneous events: the acerbic
criticism suddenly directed at the Tate Gallery in 1976 for its purchase of Carl Andre’s minimal
sculpture Equivalent VIII (1966), and painter Ronald B. Kitaj’s ideological exhibition of
figurative painting, “The Human Clay” (1976), which called for the rejection of minimal and
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conceptual work, and a return to traditional approaches to pictorial art. Amidst this social,
political, and cultural turmoil, “The Artist’s Eye” was founded.
Although the program shares obvious parallels with the “Raid the Icebox” series, its
founders, according to my research, were not cognizant of RISD’s experiment six years earlier.
In contrast to its predecessor, it was an explicitly national affair (in the sense that only British
artists were invited), and it asked its participants to include some of their own work amongst
their selections. Furthermore, if measured in terms of its longevity, it was a more successful
program. It welcomed ten artists, nine men and one woman, between 1977 and 1990 into the
museum’s fold to cherry-pick from its two thousand plus works and position their findings as
they saw fit.2
Though much ink—both in terms of promotional press and critical reviews—was spilled
on each show at the time of its presentation, the exhibitions and series have yet to be the subject
of scholarly inquiry. This chapter will thus correct a significant lacuna in the historical account
of the artist-as-curator.3 It will provide an overview and critical analysis of “The Artist’s Eye,”
which has served as either impetus or precedent for the many related programs established in its
wake, as well as examine the museum’s incentives (both explicit and implicit) for its
introduction of such an incongruous, experimental scheme into its neo-classical halls.
The first section, “History of the National Gallery,” will survey the origins and
development of the museum in order to elucidate not only why “The Artist’s Eye” was such an
unexpected venture for the National Gallery, but also why it was necessary. It will show that the
2

“The Artist’s Eye” consisted of two five-part series, with a break between 1982 and 1984 to secure funding, and a
gap in 1988, which was the result of a scheduling conflict. The following is a chronological list of the participating
artists: Anthony Caro, 1977; Richard Hamilton, 1978; Howard Hodgkin, 1979; Ronald B. Kitaj, 1980; David
Hockney, 1981; Francis Bacon, 1985; Patrick Caulfield, 1986; Lucien Freud, 1987; Bridget Riley, 1989; Victor
Pasmore, 1990.
3
This chapter will likewise fill a gap in the history of the National Gallery itself. “The Artist’s Eye” is mentioned in
two of the three substantial publications to address the museum’s development, but for no more than a few
sentences.
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museum, like the aristocratic society from which it emerged, was resistant to change. For a
hundred and fifty years, the museum was exclusively devoted to preserving and promoting the
pictorial traditions of the Old Master canon and actively excluded artists that broke with
convention (in particular French modern painters). Even in the immediate postwar years when
the National Gallery had a director who was sympathetic to Impressionist painting, the
museum’s efforts to bring modern art into its collection were hampered by its complicated
affiliation with Tate Gallery. Over time, on account of its staid acquisitions policy, the museum
developed an “un-wished for air of old-fashionedness,” as Levey described it in 1975.4
The second section, “The Artist’s Eye,” will examine the museum’s motives for
instituting such an unwonted program. It will demonstrate that the series, much like “Raid the
Icebox,” was influenced by financial concerns. Founded during one of the most severe economic
crises in the UK’s modern history, “The Artist’s Eye” would allow the museum to present
temporary group exhibitions on a constrained budget. However, the primary impetus for the
series lay elsewhere. “The Artist’s Eye” was designed to rehabilitate the museum’s image and
inject new life into its otherwise conservative program, to render itself germane and attractive to
a wider public, and to demonstrate the continuing relevance of its historical collection to living
artists. Unlike “Raid the Icebox,” it was intended to draw a direct line between the museum’s
collection of Old Master paintings and the work of contemporary artists, to bridge the divide
between these periods, and to root the contemporary in history. However, at the very moment
that the National Gallery resolved to engage with the art of its own time, certain conservative
factions called for a return to order, the effects of which are palpable in several of the resulting
exhibitions and their critical reception.

4

Michael Levey quoted in Charles Saumarez Smith, The National Gallery: A Short History (London: Frances
Lincoln Limited, 2009), 148.
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Sections three and four, “Intuition & Unorthodoxy: Anthony Caro and Richard
Hamilton” and “Didacticism & Tradition: Howard Hodgkin and Ronald B. Kitaj,” will
demonstrate that instead of presenting artworks according to chronology, period, style, or school,
the guest artist-curators cut across the usual historical and national divisions and staged unlikely
juxtapositions between paintings made centuries apart. The novelty of the program and the
unorthodox installations it enabled, however, were initially met with derision. Caro’s ahistorical
arrangement, which he presented largely unexplained, disturbed and frustrated critics, who felt
that exhibitions of art should be informative and consist of detailed wall texts and ear-phone
commentaries; while Hamilton’s Duchampian display, which iconoclastically paired a
Rembrandt painting with an ironing board, was considered an insult to the museum’s
masterpieces. Only the exhibitions of Hodgkin and Kitaj, which were more traditional in form
and didactic in theme, captivated critics and enhanced the critical profile of the series.

History of the National Gallery
To better understand the context out of which “The Artist’s Eye” emerged, we must first
return to the origins of the National Gallery itself [Fig. 2.1]. The call for a national gallery was
sounded in 1777, nine years after the Royal Academy of Arts was founded, when the radical
politician John Wilkes suggested that the British Parliament make the great collection of Horace
Walpole the foundation of a public museum. Not only was Wilkes’ proposal rejected by
Parliament (along with those of a handful of others), but it would take that legislative body
another forty-seven years to bring the museum to fruition. Although numerous scholars rightly
attribute the delay to Parliament’s reluctance to extend public expenditure to the arts, only art
historian Carol Duncan provides a critical and unflattering description of the “closed circle of
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power” that deliberately impeded the development of a national museum: The hierarchical
society of eighteenth-century Britain, she maintains, was ruled by an oligarchy of landed
aristocrats, who cultivated collections of art to parade their gentlemanly achievements.5 Given
their tight control of this class-bound patrician culture and their use of art as an indicator of
social status, the British oligarchy had no persuasive reason to create a national gallery, argues
Duncan; in fact, they had “good reason not to want one,” since the creation of national galleries
usually signaled the waning of the monarchy and concomitant rise of republicanism, the Louvre
being a case in point.6
Facing increasing pressure from reformers to serve the interests of the whole public (not
just the elite) and, by extension, to make cultural institutions more accessible to the working
class, Parliament finally opened the doors of the National Gallery on May 10, 1824. However, its
supposed motive—namely, to meet the needs and promote the education of the general public—
was a means to a hidebound end: Parliament’s primary incentive was to abet the training of
contemporary artists in the accepted traditions of the Old Masters, or, said differently, to
preserve “the connoisseur canon from dangerous innovations,” as historian Jonathan Conlin
states in his comprehensive study of the museum, The Nation’s Mantelpiece: A History of the
National Gallery.7 During this volatile historical moment defined by waves of democratic

5

Carol Duncan, “From the Princely Gallery to the Art Museum,” Civilizing Rituals: Inside Public Art Museums
(New York: Routledge, 1995), 37–38.
6
Ibid., 38. Republicanism presupposes the absence or abolishment of monarchy as the heads of state are elected by
the people and thus serve as representatives of the people’s rights and interests. The oligarchs of late eighteenthcentury Britain had reason to fear republicanism since the country had already experienced a republican
restructuring under Oliver Cromwell between 1649—following the execution of King Charles I—and 1658, when
Cromwell died and the monarchy was restored.
7
Jonathan Conlin, The Nation’s Mantelpiece: A History of the National Gallery (London: Pallas Athene, 2006), 47.
For more on the museum’s early history, see Alan Crookham, The National Gallery: An Illustrated History
(London: National Gallery Company Limited, 2009); Brandon Taylor, “Publics for Trafalgar Square: the National
Gallery,” Art for the Nation: Exhibitions and the London Public, 1747–2001 (Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 1999), 29–66; Saumarez Smith, The National Gallery: A Short History. The National Gallery was years
behind its counterparts in continental Europe: France opened the Louvre in 1793, the Netherlands followed suit with
the Rijksmuseum in 1800, and Spain came next with the Museo Nacional del Prado in 1819. Conlin also cites the
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revolutions, radical transformations were unfolding at the same rapid pace in the realm of the arts
as they were in politics. According to George Beaumont, a wealthy landowner, collector, and
amateur artist, the modern British school was on the precipice of breaking away from the Old
Master canon, adulterated as it already was by William Hogarth’s moral social satires and J. M.
W. Turner’s paintings that dismissed the time-honored genre hierarchy that favored history over
portrait or landscape painting. Already in 1808, he wrote that the artists of the new generation—
which he disparagingly refers to as “wiseacres,” “young genii,” and “my little master”—are
warning each other not to paint like the Old Masters. For them, the art of the past “is fit only for
the flames.” In the eighteenth century, he states, before an artist took up the brush, he first
studied and became proficient in the work of his predecessors. Today, however, artists rush to
the canvas with a “pap spoon in one hand” and a “pallet knife in the other” without knowledge or
reason and produce “the most disgusting nondescripts.” He laments, “Art is now beginning again
and at the wrong end.”8
Beaumont is often given pride of place as one of two key figures to profoundly influence
the remit of the National Gallery.9 In 1823, he offered to donate his collection to the nation. His
offer, however, was fueled neither by generosity nor a desire to instill a love of art in the public,
but by his deep-seated fear of change and his vested interest in the British school’s continued
adherence to the tenets of the Old Masters. Like many of his contemporaries, Beaumont believed
that a national gallery would not only provide artists of the day with the proper models necessary

Napoleonic Wars and the improvement of British manufacturing as two other causes for the founding of the
National Gallery. Conlin, The Nation’s Mantelpiece, 47.
8
George Beaumont letter to William Lisle Bowles, February 21, 1808, quoted in Conlin, The Nation’s Mantelpiece,
44–45.
9
The other figure who had a strong impact on the remit of the National Gallery was businessman John Julius
Angerstein, whose private collection was purchased in 1824 by Prime Minister Lord Liverpool. In 1826, Beaumont
followed through with his promise and gave his 16 paintings to the museum. Therefore, unlike museums abroad, the
National Gallery was not the product of a nationalized royal art collection, as the majority of the royal collection had
been disbanded soon after King Charles I was beheaded for treason in 1649.
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for the healthy development of their practice, but it would likewise enhance the visual acumen
and critical judgment of the public, which would in turn ensure that the artists championed in
subsequent decades and centuries would be deserving of their support and praise.10
A quick review of the National Gallery’s acquisitions program over the first century and
a half of its life indicates that it faithfully upheld Beaumont’s passionate dedication to Old
Master paintings. Again and again, the museum’s directors and board of trustees privileged
artists of the Italian Renaissance (e.g., Botticelli, Correggio, Bellini, Titian), the Dutch Golden
Age (e.g., Rembrandt and Vermeer), and the Flemish Baroque period (e.g., Rubens, Van Dyck)
over modern painters at home and abroad.11 The museum’s conservative ethos at the time is
perhaps best encapsulated in a well-known statement by eighteenth century English portrait
painter Joshua Reynolds (the artist Beaumont most revered), which architect E. M. Barry
suggested the museum inscribe in its central room after its expansion in 1876: “The works of
those who stood the test of ages have a claim to that respect and veneration that no modern can
pretend.”12
Even as artists of the French Impressionist School grew in importance at the turn of the
century, museum officials remained stubbornly resolute in their vehement rejection of modern
art—trustee Alfred de Rothschild went so far as to call the works of Édouard Manet
“unnecessary rubbish.”13 As a result, when the dealer Hugh Lane offered to loan his impressive
collection of nineteenth-century paintings by such luminaries as Manet, Pierre-Auguste Renoir,
10

See Saumarez Smith, The National Gallery: A Short History, 23.
The National Gallery’s first director, Charles Eastlake (1855–65) focused on acquiring works of art emblematic of
the Grand Tour, while his successors, William Boxall (1865–74) and Frederic Burton (1874–94), dedicated their
energies to strengthening the museum’s holdings of Dutch and Flemish art.
12
Joshua Reynolds quoted in Saumarez Smith, The National Gallery: A Short History, 87.
13
Alfred de Rothschild quoted in Saumarez Smith, The National Gallery: A Short History, 103. Elsewhere,
Rothschild acerbically objected to the aesthetic value of Pierre-Auguste Renoir’s The Umbrellas (c. 1881–6), which,
he maintained, “would disgrace the one-armed man who chalks on the flagstones of the streets.” Like many of his
colleagues, Rothschild believed Impressionism was a fad made popular by sly dealers. Rothschild quoted in Conlin,
The Nation’s Mantelpiece, 131.
11
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and Claude Monet to the National Gallery in 1907, and then again in 1914, the museum’s
trustees refused, explicitly defying director Charles Holroyd’s remarks to the contrary.14 The
differences of opinion between the director and trustees sparked a long-running debate, with
Lord Redesdale issuing a printed memorandum on the trustees’ behalf, in which he likened the
museum to London’s most magnificent church and French modern art to an alien intrusion:
The National Gallery is—and should remain—a great Temple of Art. It should open its
doors to what is the highest and best: never to the productions of a degraded craze, which,
it may be hoped, will be shortlived. I should as soon expect to hear of a Mormon service
being conducted in St Paul’s Cathedral as to see an exhibition of the works of the modern
French Art-rebels in the sacred precincts of Trafalgar Square.15
Not everyone in the museum’s employment, however, shared Redesdale’s narrow-minded
attitude. In 1909, for instance, Armitage Smith, a Treasury mandarin, reproached the museum’s
trustees for their parochial tastes:
The Trustees of the National Gallery seem to regard it as beyond their province to buy the
works of any Master however eminent until he is old i.e. universally recognized and
valued—in the market—accordingly. This explains (but scarcely justifies) the absence
from all our public Galleries of specimens of such masters as e.g. Manet, Millet or Puvis
de Chavannes. As we are always a generation or more behind cultivated opinion
elsewhere we have to pay £5,000 for a picture which might have been got for £500… It
seems worth considering whether in the interests of future taxpayers if not of the national
art collections something might not be done to give an impulse to a broader view.16
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Almost a century into its existence, the balance of power between the National Gallery’s director and board of
trustees was still in flux. When the museum was founded, nearly all the authority lay with the trustees, then better
known as the “Committee of Six Gentlemen.” In fact, until 1855, the museum did not have a director; it had only a
keeper who was “treated as a factotum, expected to work to [the trustee’s] instructions.” According to Saumarez
Smith, this set a terrible precedent for the museum’s future directors, whose relationship to the trustees was that of
servants to masters. Holroyd, in particular, had a difficult time with the museum’s trustees. Rothschild so distrusted
Holroyd’s taste in art that soon after Holroyd accepted the post, Rothschild scornfully said: “if he were one’s butler
and brought up a corked bottle of wine one would spit it out.” Based on their contempt of Holroyd and the
museum’s long-standing distaste for Impressionist art, the trustees’ repeated dismissal of Lane’s offer is not
surprising. Saumarez Smith, The National Gallery: A Short History, 31, 102. See Anne Kelly, “The Lane bequest: a
British-Irish cultural conflict revisited,” JHC 16.1 (May 2004), 90–110.
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Lord Redesdale quoted in Saumarez Smith, The National Gallery: A Short History, 110.
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Armitage Smith quoted in Conlin, The Nation’s Mantelpiece, 360.
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Unfortunately, it would take decades for those at the museum’s helm to embrace this “broader
view.”17 So ingrained was the museum’s contempt for developments in French art that the
statement, “we at the NG cannot buy modern,” became a catchphrase of National Gallery
Directors Augustus Daniel and Kenneth Clark (in office between 1928–1932 and 1934–1945
respectively).18
Despite the National Gallery’s conservative agenda, its collection’s cut-off date of
approximately 1900 was also in part the result of the museum’s intricate, tug-of-war relationship
with the Tate Gallery. In March 1890, Henry Tate, the Liverpool sugar magnate, offered his
collection of modern British paintings to the National Gallery with the stipulation that it be
displayed intact in a room bearing his name. On account of shortage of space and inadequate
funding, the National Gallery reluctantly declined the gift.19 As a result, Tate amended his offer
to include an edifice to house the collection. Opened as the National Gallery of British Art in
1897 (renamed the National Gallery, Millbank in 1920, Tate Gallery in 1932, and Tate Britain in
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An exception is found in the industrialist and collector Samuel Courtauld, who, after fighting a seven-year battle
to secure a place on the National Gallery’s board of trustees, established a £50,000 purchase fund for modern art.
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Augustus Daniel and Kenneth Clark quoted in Conlin, The Nation’s Mantelpiece, 345. The National Gallery was
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due to its treatment of its content—i.e., its abstraction, which they denounced as a gross deformation of reality.
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Manchester University Press, 1999), 167–202.
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Other reasons cited for the National Gallery’s refusal of Tate’s bequest include the uneven quality of his
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2000), the space was an annex to the National Gallery until 1917 when the Curzon Report
provided it with its own director and board, and expanded its remit to include modern foreign
art.20 Decades later the exact “constitutional relationship” between the two museums was still
unresolved.21 In order to draw a line between the two collections, the Massey committee was
formed in 1944. It proposed that once a painting in the Tate Gallery’s care attained
“masterpiece” status, it “graduate” to the National Gallery.22 Philip Hendy, director of the
National Gallery from 1945 to 1968, contended that the museum’s collection should not
stagnate, that it should continue to grow as modern paintings entered the Western canon:
It is obvious that, with the passage of time, certain pictures acquired by the Tate will
eventually fall within the scope of the National Gallery and that some, though not all, of
these should properly be ‘promoted’ for exhibition at the senior institution. The National
Gallery is not simply a collection of Old Masters, but aims primarily at providing the
finest possible selection of their works, at providing, in fact, a gallery of masterpieces
rather than an historical collection.23
For Hendy, “a gallery of masterpieces” and “an historical collection” were not synonymous. The
former, he believed, is marked by continuous development, whereas the latter is static and
unchanging. Hendy maintained that the National Gallery, “a gallery of masterpieces,” had to
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include the best artworks from every age. A “collection of Old Masters” was not sufficient.
However, the bill introduced to Parliament in 1952 to put into effect the recommendations of the
Massey committee left matters entirely unsettled. Without a consensual system of exchange
secured, the two museums definitively split in 1955, dividing their holdings based on the
agreement that, with few exceptions, each museum would keep the pictures already in its
physical possession.24
By the mid 1970s, shortly after Levey was made director, the National Gallery’s
significant dearth of modern artworks reignited tensions between the two museums and
precipitated a renewed discussion on their purchasing responsibilities. Although Levey was not a
scholar of modern art, it was clear to him that for the museum to prevail as a bastion of great art
it would need to update its acquisitions and exhibition programs.25 In an in-house document from
1975, Levey stressed the National Gallery’s debilitated state, which he argued was the byproduct of the permanent collection’s staid character:
A general feeling of anxiety exists that the N.G. collection gradually trails off or fades
away after 1800. This is broadly true, unfortunately. It gives to the Gallery a quite unwished for air of old-fashionedness around our concept of what constitutes great
European painting…The supreme distinction of the National Gallery Collection lies in
the fact that it is among the most balanced of all fine representations of European
painting in the world. Particularly ironic therefore would it be for us to go on limping, as
it were, and handicapped by some notional date of exclusion when we come to great art
that long ago ceased to be modern, by artists no longer alive, whose reputations are not in
doubt, and which having absorbed into the tradition of European painting should be
found in the Gallery whose task it is to represent that tradition at its finest.26
24
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To counteract the museum’s growing distance from the art of its time, in 1976, Levey launched
an aggressive acquisitions campaign focused on early twentieth-century paintings, procuring, for
instance, Henri Matisse’s Portrait of Greta Moll (1908) and Pablo Picasso’s Bowl of Fruit, Bottle
and Violin (1914). Although Levey’s decision peeved the Tate Gallery (which was resentful of
the subservient position assigned to it by the National Gallery), it also occasioned a provisional
compromise: In exchange for the Tate Gallery’s acceptance of the National Gallery’s need to
expand its collection into the twentieth century, the National Gallery would cede its right to
remove pictures from the Tate Gallery.
Levey was not alone in wanting to rid the National Gallery of its stale atmosphere. His
predecessor and former supervisor, Martin Davies, had taken steps in the early 1970s to update
the museum’s interior, stripping it of its “orgy of ornament” (much of which dated to the
museum’s 1876 expansion, designed by architect Edward Middleton Barry).27 Instead, Davies
wanted to approximate the austere, skeletal galleries made famous by MoMA during the interwar
and postwar years.28 Though not always white-walled, the museum’s remodeled rooms no longer
featured ornate damask skins, and their gilded moldings and coffered, barrel-vaulted ceilings
were concealed with raised floors and lowered ceilings [Fig. 2.2–2.4]. The idea was to provide
the collection with a “neutral” backdrop by eliminating the museum’s ostentatious Victorian
architecture, which, according to Davies, interfered with the appreciation and understanding of
the paintings on view.29 In other words, only an unadorned, minimal container could license the
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art “to take on its own life”—to borrow a line from Brian O’Doherty.30 Davies seems to have
subscribed to the fashionable notion of the bare white cube as a neutral and disinterested space—
the very notion that was already mutating from verifiable fact to seductive fable as artists of the
first wave of institutional critique, such as Michael Asher and Marcel Broodthaers, were
disclosing the ideological character of museum display. However belated, Davies’ architectural
overhaul partially relieved the National Gallery of its antiquated image.
The museum also instituted several changes in the 1970s, due, in part, to severe budget
cuts and criticism of its “elitist” program. The year 1974 was especially trying, yet momentous
for the National Gallery and the United Kingdom alike. For the museum, it marked its 150th
anniversary and the appointment of Levey as director. Despite the cause for celebration, morale
at the museum was low. After a four-year battle with Prime Minister Edward Heath’s
conservative government over funding and admission charges, the museum was required to
introduce a compulsory entrance fee on New Year’s Day, 1974, for the first time in nearly three
decades.31 Over the next two months, attendance numbers plummeted and the museum raised a
paltry £8,324—a figure that paled in comparison to the more than £28,000 it was expected to
make during that period.32 Instead of supplying the museum with a much-needed source of
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revenue, the charge only discouraged people (especially those with low to middle incomes) from
entering its doors. Although the fee was abolished as soon as March 7, 1974—the first day the
Labour party returned as a minority government—this short-lived episode hurt the museum’s
image as a non-discriminating institution “open to all.”33
The National Gallery’s purportedly egalitarian values had already come under attack in
1972, when critic John Berger released Ways of Seeing, a four-part BBC series and
accompanying book in which he accused the museum of elitism. Devised as a riposte to Kenneth
Clark’s Civilization: A Personal View, a popular 1969 television series charting the development
of Western art, Ways of Seeing focused not on specific artworks, but rather the manner and
context in which viewers receive them. In the show’s first installment, Berger rebuked the
National Gallery for continuing to envelop its paintings in a nostalgic, “bogus religiosity”—a
remnant of an “oligarchic, undemocratic culture” in decline—that “makes inequality seem
noble” and deliberately excludes the majority of people who are not versed in the abstruse
language of a “few specialized experts.”34 Physical access to art, he contended, only benefits the
general public if the art is presented in an approachable manner.35
It is not by chance that one of Levey’s first actions as director was to correct his
predecessors’ neglect of the public’s demand for more information about the collection. In 1974,
nearly a decade behind the Victoria & Albert Museum, Levey established the National Gallery’s
first department of education, which he placed under the care of Alistair Smith. Unlike Davies,
who preferred a minimal, information-light approach, Levey—a former Slade Professor of Fine
Art at Cambridge University—strongly believed in equipping visitors with supplementary
numbers returned to normal. The National Gallery: January 1973–June 1975 (London: The National Gallery, 1975),
80.
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pamphlets and videos in order to foster learning within the museum itself. In addition to
expanding the range of educational programs to include guided tours and special courses for
teachers, Levey also made “bats” with explanatory texts (portable wooden boards with
information, a precursor to modern-day wall labels) available in every gallery, and created a
seminar room where students could “withdraw to discuss what they [had] seen.”36
Meanwhile, the United Kingdom was nearing financial collapse due to the conjunction of
industrial unrest at home, disagreements with overseas oil distributers, and a deep economic
recession worldwide. Between 1967 and 1979, the country experienced several energy crises on
account of its deteriorating relations with the Middle East. The most detrimental one began in
1973, when the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) imposed an oil embargo
against the UK, the United States, Canada, Japan, and the Netherlands, causing the price of crude
oil to rise from three dollars per barrel to twelve dollars in 1974.37 Simultaneously, the
disintegration of the Bretton Woods international monetary system in 1973 threw the Western
world into a two-year recession marked by “stagflation,” where high unemployment and high
inflation coincided with slow economic growth.38 Already exacerbated by the global food
shortages of 1972 and 1974, UK inflation grew to an astronomical 27% by 1976.39 To keep pace
with the rising prices, trade unions petitioned for higher wages, which, in December 1973,
precipitated the National Union of Mineworkers’ second major strike of the 1970s. As coal
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production came to a complete standstill, the country declared a state of emergency and imposed
a three-day workweek on January 1, 1974, in an effort to conserve electrical power and
dwindling fuel supplies.40 After the miners refused to concede to a 13% wage hike, Heath called
a snap election on February 28, 1974, knowing a win would strengthen his position against the
unions. With “Who Governs Britain?” as his campaign slogan, Heath was confident that people
would side with his administration, but the strategy backfired and voters responded: “Not you,
Ted.”41 Heath was forced to resign in favor of Labour’s Harold Wilson, who offered the miners a
35% pay increase and brought the three-day week to an end on March 7, 1974.42
Despite these minor victories, efforts to decrease inflation were unsuccessful and the
pound continued to lose value for several years in a seemingly inexorable manner, arriving at a
record low in June 1976.43 Amid a snowballing national debt and with more than one million
unemployed, the country had no choice but to apply to the International Monetary Fund (IMF) in
September of that year for a loan of nearly four billion dollars—then, the greatest amount ever
solicited from the Fund. Following tense negotiations, the IMF agreed to the loan under the
condition that the country make cuts in public expenditure equaling £2.5 billion.44 As a statefinanced institution, the National Gallery suffered considerable reductions in its funding during
these years and had to adjust its spending accordingly.45
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The Artist’s Eye
Set in motion in June 1976, at the moment the UK was on the brink of bankruptcy, “The
Artist’s Eye,” like “Raid the Icebox” before it, was an ingenious solution to pecuniary troubles
on the one hand, and a chronic belatedness—a symptom of its resistance to change—on the
other.46 Long considered a beacon of traditionalism, the National Gallery turned out to be
anything but conventional in its institution of “The Artist’s Eye.”
The institutional motivations behind “The Artist’s Eye” are alluded to in a letter sent by
Levey to Caro in July 1976 (one of the earliest documents addressing the series). In it, Levey
discloses the museum’s ambition to deviate from its fidelity to the Old Masters and engage with
contemporary artists: “To establish a visible link with living artists is something we are eager to
do.”47 Perhaps of some significance too is a hand-scrawled note on the upper right-hand corner
of this typewritten letter, reading: “MAKING IT NEW.”48 The marginal note was presumably
written by Levey or Smith (the only museum personnel occupied with the series); though fairly
short and cryptic, I take the note as an indication of the desired effect of “The Artist’s Eye” on
the National Gallery—that is, to renew the program and image of the museum itself. Levey was
more transparent about the impetus for the series in press releases, catalogs, and correspondence
related to “The Artist’s Eye,” where he repeatedly stresses the need to “connect the art of the past
with that of the present.”49 In his first public announcement about the series, he states: “by
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inviting a distinguished living artist to select and arrange a small exhibition of National Gallery
pictures, along with a work of his own, we mean to affirm several things. The chief one is a
continuity in the visual arts.”50 Levey urged visitors to “worry less about stylistic labels,
especially those dividing modern art from ‘old masters,’” and to focus more on “exercising their
eyes.”51 Based on his frequent statements to this effect, it is clear that he hoped the series would
upset the museum’s traditionalist mindset and eliminate its prejudice against modern art.52
As previously noted, Levey had already executed several initiatives to update the
National Gallery: He purchased early twentieth century art for its permanent collection and
founded its department of education, and—perhaps most importantly—in 1975, he established its
first dedicated space for temporary exhibitions.53 Housed in the newly opened northern
extension, a brutalist building nearly two decades in the making, the space was a “model of
discretion and reticence in comparison to the grandeur of Victorian interiors” and was thus in
keeping with the museum’s recently embraced modernist aesthetic.54 A loan exhibition of
German Art was supposed to inaugurate the space, but when it proved financially unfeasible, the
museum mounted The Rival of Nature: Renaissance Painting in its Context (1975)—an
exhibition of paintings drawn from the museum’s reserves complemented by works in other
media lent by the British Museum, the Victoria and Albert Museum, and the Royal Collection.55
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Attracting more than 350,000 visitors—an impressive number even by today’s standards—the
exhibition realized the museum’s goal of drawing a larger audience into its halls.56
In light of the National Gallery’s diminished budget, “The Artist’s Eye” was a creative
way for the museum to advance its newfound temporary exhibitions program without bearing the
onerous expenses inherent to such activities, including exorbitant loan, shipping, crating, and
insurance fees. With the majority of the artworks already in the building, the greatest costs would
be averted, and all other significant outlays, such as the production of brochures or catalogs,
would be performed in-house.57
The National Gallery’s interest in fostering a rich program of temporary exhibitions
(“The Artist’s Eye” in particular) was likely influenced by the Hayward Gallery, a major space
for temporary exhibitions that opened in 1968 on the South Bank of the Thames [Fig. 2.5].
According to the modernist-inclined Arts Council (which managed the Hayward until 1987),
prior to the Hayward’s opening, London had been “singularly ill-equipped” to present temporary
exhibitions.58 The Hayward was thus formed to help London compete with art centers like Paris
and New York, but also to capitalize on, and cater to, a culture-consuming international audience
on the rise. Its first exhibition, a retrospective of Matisse, was a celebration of modernism; it was
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followed in 1969 by exhibitions favoring more recent productions, including a survey of the
industrial assemblages of Caro, and “Six at the Hayward,” a show of new impulses in sculpture
and painting by up-and-coming artists, such as Barry Flanagan (Caro’s student) and Keith Milow
[Fig. 2.6–2.7].59 These years saw the emergence of a younger generation of artists who were
rebellious in spirit and untethered from tradition (in art and at large), and with it the proliferation
of exhibitions that were experimental in both content and form. Harald Szeemann’s “Live in
Your Head: When Attitudes Become Form (Works—Processes—Situations—Information),”
which traveled to the Institute of Contemporary Arts, London, in August 1969, was emblematic
of this turn [Fig. 2.8]. Other examples include “Hélio Oiticica: Whitechapel Experience”
(Whitechapel Art Gallery, 1969), a “total environment” offering a variety of sensorial
encounters; “Idea Structures” (Camden Arts Centre, 1970), an instruction-based group show
investigating the dematerialization of the art object; “Bodyspacemotionthings” (Tate Gallery,
1971), an interactive installation consisting of architectural plywood structures by American
sculptor Robert Morris; “The New Art” (Hayward Gallery, 1972), a large overview of British
conceptual and anti-form art [Fig. 2.9].60 In many of these cases, the gallery was no longer just
the site of display; it was also the site of production. As a result, oftentimes the exhibition too
underwent a dramatic transformation from an installation of art to a work of installation art.61
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In the 1960s and early 1970s, the upsurge of galleries and institutions presenting
temporary exhibitions of contemporary art, as well as the simultaneous growth of tendencies
supplanting the portable art object with open-ended, process-driven, and occasionally
participatory works resulted in a significant revision of the responsibilities of many art museums:
whereas in the nineteenth century their primary duty was to conserve the art of the past, by the
mid-twentieth century they were also increasingly expected to present, cultivate, and sometimes
even commission emerging art.62 Coming on the heels of this momentous shift, “The Artist’s
Eye” took the National Gallery’s prized but aging permanent collection and used it as the basis
for temporary exhibitions with a contemporary accent and frame. The series was a significant
adjustment to the museum’s program, instituted to put its “well-known pictures in a fresh
context” and to prove the ongoing importance of its Old Master paintings to contemporary
artists—in other words, to ensure its own relevance in a rapidly metastasizing art world more and
more engrossed by contemporary (rather than modern or historical) tendencies.63 In a letter to
American abstract painter Kenneth Noland, Smith wrote, “The purpose of these exhibitions is to
demonstrate how many contemporary artists are in touch with the past.”64 Although Smith’s
statement about “The Artist’s Eye” is not unlike Levey’s comments on the subject, its emphasis
on contemporary artists and the extent of their investment in their forebears (in contrast to
62
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Levey’s more general remarks about establishing “continuity”) suggests that it was the
masterpieces of the past that needed the endorsement of their nonconforming successors, not the
other way around.

Intuition & Unorthodoxy: Anthony Caro and Richard Hamilton
The first exhibition to emerge from “The Artist’s Eye” overturned the practice of
arranging artworks according to chronology—a late eighteenth- to early nineteenth-century
educational construct intended to demonstrate the evolution of style. In the summer of 1977,
Caro—the only non-painter to participate in the series—boldly paired his large burnt orange steel
sculpture Orangerie (1969–70) with a small, yet extremely diverse selection of renowned
paintings from the museum’s collection, including Titian’s Noli me Tangere (1511–1512), Paul
Cézanne’s Mountains in Provence (1886–1890), Antonello da Messina’s Christ Crucified
(1475), Édouard Manet’s Eva Gonzalès (1869–70), and Rembrandt’s Saskia (1635) [Fig. 2.10].
In a modestly-sized, unembellished gallery flanking the entrance vestibule of the National
Gallery, Caro placed his welded sculpture at the end of the room and arranged his selections on
the surrounding walls in a single row at eye-level—that is, according to modern display practices
[Fig. 2.11]. Although, at first glance, the exhibition appeared conventional, its aberrant form
crystallized upon closer viewing: it comprised an eclectic group of works—from vastly different
periods and movements (one from nearly every century of art represented in the museum’s
collection), and of entirely disparate styles and genres (including history, portrait, landscape, and
still-life painting)—that were sequenced neither by date nor place of origin.
In the accompanying pamphlet, which takes the form of an interview, Caro discusses the
exhibition in terms that closely echo Levey’s remarks about the series. For example, in response
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to Smith’s question about the admixture of contemporary and historical works in the show—
namely, “How do you feel about your art, which is abstract, being seen together with old,
figurative art?”—Caro replied,
There is no break in continuity. In every period the artist has to find a way through to a
visual truth that works for him in the time he lives, and this may involve radical
innovation, which is disturbing to contemporary eyes. Nevertheless, the changes are not
arbitrary, and tradition in art has a way of becoming apparent later on. Abstract art copes
with most of the same problems as figurative art and will succeed or fail for the same
reasons.65
Should anyone have missed the pamphlet, these statements were emphatically publicized at the
entrance to the exhibition by way of a slideshow, which interspersed extracts from Caro’s
interview in bold, capital letters (e.g., “ABSTRACT ART COPES WITH MOST OF THE
SAME PROBLEMS AS FIGURATIVE ART AND WILL SUCCEED OR FAIL FOR THE
SAME REASONS,” and “I SEE NO BREAK IN CONTINUITY”) with images of paintings and
photographs influential to Caro’s practice.66
Caro’s emphasis on demonstrating “continuity” in the history of art implies that his
selections were chosen specifically to illustrate this point and were thus based on some kind of
conscious reasoning; but in another statement, Caro maintained that his selections had been
“intuitively felt rather than rationally decided upon.”67 Exchanges between Caro and Levey
reveal that it was the museum that pushed for such an “intuitive” angle, not the artist. For
instance, in a letter from July 25, 1976, Caro suggests that there was some disagreement over the
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form of the exhibition. While he favored an instructive presentation, the museum advocated a
personal one:
When we were talking before we were thinking of including one or two modern painters
to show the continuity of a painterly approach. From your letter I am not clear whether
you are still wanting this or simply a choice of favorite art. The former does seem to have
more bearing both from an educational and a continuity standpoint.68
In response, Levey encouraged Caro to meet the task of curating as a subjective author—not to
pursue a specific thesis or argument, but to choose pictures that had influenced his creative
practice in particular:
I think we see it very much in terms which I might call biographical, in which the artist
looks at the pictures here in terms of those that not only interest him but may have,
however obscurely, played their part in the development of his own art at some time. This
seems to give a coherent but not too rigid framework.69
The museum’s interest in framing the exhibition through the individual lens of the artist is
further evidenced by another suite of letters, which show that of the twenty-seven questions
initially posed to Caro for the pamphlet, all but one was biographical in nature.70 Although most
of these were replaced by questions more pertinent to the exhibition, a handful still made it into
the published interview, including “Was your first ‘art experience’ to do with looking or
making?” and “How is your life different from your first imaginings of what an artist’s life
would be like?”71
The exhibition’s “biographical” angle did not ingratiate it with the national press. Critical
reception of both Caro’s efforts and “The Artist’s Eye” was predominantly negative.72 Most
reviewers took issue with the show for not delineating the exact relationship between the works
68
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on view. In the BBC Radio 4 Kaleidoscope program from June 13, 1977, which included a
roundtable discussion of Caro’s show by London’s leading art critics, Richard Cork conveyed his
disappointment with Caro for leaving his selections unexplained:
Something has gone wrong I feel. Partly because Caro himself seems to be
disconcertingly vague about his specific reasons for selecting these pictures. After all he
has only taken 10 paintings, so he should have very good reasons for choosing those as
opposed to the hundreds of others that he could have chosen. And yet he is hardly ever
able to give any very good reasons why it should be those rather than any others. I found
that very very frustrating in a way. […] looking round the paintings on the wall one can’t
see any, any clear reverberations, any kind of cross sections.73
Although Cork’s sentiment was widely shared by reviewers, some expressed their dismay in
terms that confirmed the surviving presence—if not prevalence—of highly conservative
positions among English art critics. In his piece for The Burlington Magazine, for instance, Keith
Roberts disclosed a rigid conception of how artworks should be exhibited, chastising the
National Gallery for allowing Old Master paintings to be presented without any pedagogic
support:
There is no need to move original masterpieces about; and if you do, you have got to do
more than in the National Gallery exhibition. It should be a thoroughly informative show
with printed texts next to every picture and the opportunity to hire ear-phone
commentaries. As it is, “The Artist’s Eye” is rather like a cocktail party full of guests who
have nothing in common except a host whose presence is insufficiently felt.74
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It seems a great irony that Caro had originally intended to organize an exhibition that was
edifying and demonstrated the evolution of style, but was persuaded by Levey to curate a more
subjective, biographical exhibition. As a result, the exhibition took an amorphous, ahistorical,
and non-didactic form and was therefore lambasted by reviewers who felt that an exhibition
should be, above all, instructive. Although Caro’s exhibition did not delineate clear lines of
influence between its contents, it did achieve two of the museum’s objectives: it injected a
contemporary artwork into the museum’s historical galleries, and it presented the museum’s Old
Master collection in a novel manner. For these reasons, Levey considered the exhibition an
“important breakthrough” and a “significant step” for the museum, despite the unfavorable press:
“Simply to have a living artist participating in some sort of public way in this building has been
invaluable.”75
Unlike Caro, Richard Hamilton, a key member of the Independent Group (IG) widely
known as “the Big Daddy of Pop,” already had a great deal of experience with exhibition making
when the National Gallery tapped him in July 1977 to serve as the second participant in “The
Artist’s Eye.” Hamilton had learned about exhibition design at The Reimann School, a German
institution modeled after the Bauhaus that had been transplanted to London in 1937. He had also
worked as a model-maker and exhibition installer in the late 1940s. Using the knowledge he had
accrued, he organized numerous innovative exhibitions over the course of the 1950s: “Growth
and Form” (ICA, London, 1951), an exhibition that took its name and concept from biologist
D'Arcy Wentworth Thompson’s 1917 tome on morphology in nature; “Man, Machine and
Motion” (Hatton Gallery, Newcastle upon Tyne & ICA, London, 1955), a survey of man’s
relationship to motion-generating technologies arranged as a series of 233 photographs installed
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in intersecting open steel frames; “An Exhibit” (Hatton Gallery, Newcastle upon Tyne, & ICA,
London, 1957), a collaboration with abstract artist Victor Pasmore and curator Lawrence
Alloway, which adopted the immersive, gridded structure of “Man, Machine and Motion”
without the photographic content, presenting instead prefabricated acrylic panels of differing
transparency [Fig. 2.12–2.14].76 Although these examples were for a long time identified as
exhibitions, in the last few decades their ontological status has been reconsidered. As curator
Paul Schimmel notes:
Initially, critics did not fully appreciate these shows as works of art. At first even
Hamilton saw them as separate from, though parallel to, his artistic practice. But with
time, other artists, then critics and curators, and finally Hamilton himself came to see
them differently: as installations.77
These exhibitions, therefore, are examples of installation art avant la lettre—the term
“installation” only came into use in the 1960s, the same decade that witnessed the emergence of
installation art as a popular and distinct genre. They are also some of the earliest instances in
which exhibitions set in an institutional context came to be considered artworks in themselves.78
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Hamilton’s numerous forays into exhibition display undoubtedly enhanced his
contribution to “The Artist’s Eye,” which was decidedly more considered and radical than his
predecessor’s. It upset not only the National Gallery’s historical and stylistic divisions by mixing
wildly different pictures produced centuries apart (a hallmark of nearly every exhibition in “The
Artist’s Eye” series), but, more importantly, it mingled high- and low-brow imagery and
contaminated the museum’s purportedly neutral container by turning an otherwise austere, public
space into a modern domestic interior [Fig. 2.15]. In front of the select eighteen Old Master
paintings closely hung on the white-paneled walls, Hamilton situated several pieces of furniture,
including three chairs [Fig. 2.16]. Two of them—a Charles and Ray Eames leather lounge chair
(1956), which Hamilton positioned in front of an operational television set, and a Marcel Breuer
tubular steel Wassily chair (1925–26), which he placed before Théodore Géricault’s painting A
Horse Frightened by Lightning (c. 1813–14)—were arranged on a large, ornate carpet meant to
“give a hint of homely warmth” [Fig. 2.17].79 The third, a “Van Gogh type chair” made of wood
and wicker, was installed near the entrance to the gallery in front of a reproduction of the Dutch
artist’s Sunflowers (with the original on view in another room). These seats, said Hamilton, were
not intended to be illustrations of “good design” (although they obviously were).80 Rather, they
were meant to be used by visitors. As a nod to Duchamp, Hamilton also nestled a scorched
ironing board close to Rembrandt’s 1669 Self-Portrait [Fig. 2.18]. “If a domestic object becomes
a work of art by displacement to another environment then a reciprocal process would postulate
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the use of a Rembrandt as an ironing board,” was Hamilton’s Duchampian rationale.81
Meanwhile, between Hieronymus Bosch’s Christ Mocked (The Crowning with Thorns) (c. 1490–
1500) and Pieter Saenredam’s The Grote Kerk, Haarlem (1636–37), Hamilton hung a large
framed mirror [Fig. 2.19]. This had the effect of rendering visitors constituents of the show. For a
brief moment, the visitor’s portrait would be included amongst the masterpieces of the National
Gallery. Hamilton anticipated that it would be a shock to see the mirror after looking at the selfportrait of Rembrandt.82 Lastly, adjacent to his own work My Marilyn (1965), a painting/collage
consisting of pin-up photographs of the star, he stationed an easel and blank canvas to make
visitors reflect on the “technical mastery” that went into the paintings on view [Fig. 2.20, 2.21].83
Unlike those of Caro, Hamilton’s selections and arrangement were not based on mere
intuition. In fact, in his catalog entry, Hamilton dismisses the viability of such an instinctive
method:
An invitation to select a group of paintings from the National Collection is irresistible.
[…] But the arrogance of transplanting masterpieces from their accustomed places into a
new situation must be justified: just what is the point of this dislocation if it is to be no
more than a personal whim.84
Instead, Hamilton’s exhibition revolved around two closely entwined and recurrent themes in his
creative practice. The first was the look, content, and significance of the postwar domestic
interior. The second was the impact of mass-produced images on visual perception, and, by
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extension, the technologies with which such images are produced (e.g., the camera) and the
channels through which they are disseminated (e.g., television, magazines, and other print
media).
In the 1950s, after the instability wrought by the Second World War, the home and its
accoutrements—symbols of the sought-after security and prosperity absent from the 1940s—
became central to American and British life, and, correspondingly, to the cultural scavengers of
the Independent Group.85 According to art historian Anne Massey, several of the Independent
Group’s discussions at the ICA were devoted to the domestic interior, and these influenced
sections of “This is Tomorrow” (1956), the 36-person, 12-group collaborative exhibition at
Whitechapel Art Gallery, London, for which Hamilton created his poster, Just what is it that
makes today’s home so different, so appealing?86 The collage not only presents an “inventory of
the domestic interior,” but with a beaming television in the background and a large film
advertisement for The Jazz Singer (1927) visible from the window, it also alludes to the media’s
infiltration of the postwar modern home [Fig. 2.22].87 Aside from the poster, Hamilton devised
an installation for “This is Tomorrow” with artist John McHale and architect John Voelcker; this
included a couple of elements that would make their way into Hamilton’s exhibition for “The
Artist’s Eye” (albeit in slightly altered forms): a publicity image of Marilyn Monroe and a mass
produced poster of Vincent van Gogh’s Sunflowers (the most popular reproduction on sale at the
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National Gallery) [Fig. 2.23].88 In that same year, Hamilton saw Alison and Peter Smithson’s
synthetic House of the Future for the Daily Mail’s “Ideal Home Exhibition” of 1956, which he
described a year later as one of seven important “manifestations” for his work [Fig. 2.24].89 Their
model likely encouraged Hamilton, who was then teaching interior design at the Royal College
of Art, to devise a display for the 1958 “Ideal Home Exhibition.” The outcome, “Gallery for a
Collector of Brutalist and Tachiste Art,” was a minimal, white-walled space with modernist
furnishings and works by Hamilton and his contemporaries, including Eduardo Paolozzi, Franz
Kline, and Sam Francis. It was simultaneously domestic and professional, private and public—a
hybrid of home and white cube [Fig. 2.25].90 As early as 1958, therefore, Hamilton had
domesticated the white cube. To what ends, then, did he re-perform this feat at the National
Gallery in 1978?
Hamilton’s statements in the accompanying catalog provide some insight into his
rationale for the show’s atypical form:
My hope is that to encounter these classic works in a context that differs from the usual
museum arrangement will reinforce our appreciation of them. It may be thought
gimmicky to place an operating television set in the same space as a Mantegna, Goya,
Poussin or Turner, but the degradation, and I do not use this word in a pejorative sense, of
our normal twentieth century visual field is a fact to be understood. Why not consider the
significance of a reproduction of Van Gogh’s Sunflowers in the home of its original?91
On numerous occasions prior to his installation at the National Gallery (some of which have
already been mentioned), Hamilton had juxtaposed images from popular culture with massreproduced copies of fine art. But with “The Artist’s Eye” he had the unique opportunity to
display the two in the same space as original, “auratic” Old Master paintings. In the words of
88
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critic David Sylvester, Hamilton thus brought “coke culture” together with “wine culture.”92
Wine culture, the domain of the Old Masters, consists of techniques that have been learned over
centuries of trial and error, and “containers of food and drink that are awkward to open.”93 Coke
culture, by contrast, is a postwar phenomenon associated with Pop Art and characterized by air
travel, television sets, brand advertising, standardization, precooked prepackaged food, “added
chemicals,” and “machines and self-service counters.”94 By placing works of fine art side-byside with functional design objects, mechanical reproduction, a contemporary pop tableau, and a
stream of moving images of advertisements, news, television programs, and sporting events,
Hamilton was not trying to homogenize the cultural terrain, or declare the superiority of one
culture over the other. Rather, he was trying to lay bare the very distinctions between new and
old, coke culture and wine culture; to consider, as he put it, “the significance of a reproduction of
Van Gogh’s Sunflowers in the home of its original.” The purpose of Hamilton’s installation was
to demonstrate both the stylistic changes and the shift in perception precipitated by the
technological innovations of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. These same two shifts in
style and perception are also communicated by the poster Hamilton designed for “The Artist’s
Eye,” which shows Jan van Eyck’s Arnolfini Marriage (1434) partly obscured by a canvas
featuring a Cézannesque version of the Netherlandish masterpiece on an easel that has one foot
in the old figurative world, and one foot outside of it, in our world, the modern world [Fig. 2.26].
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Many members of the press were not persuaded by Hamilton’s “spirit of modern
iconoclasm.”95 One critic wrote that Hamilton’s selections “underline the poverty of [his] own
ideas,” while another maintained that his inclusion of a reproduction of Van Gogh’s Sunflowers,
rather than the original, reflects his “second-hand view of the world.”96 Although in his foreword
to the catalog, Levey reminded visitors that prior to the establishment of the Tate Gallery, the
work of living painters was part of the National Gallery Collection and shown alongside Old
Masters, his statement did little to ameliorate the series’ detractors.97 In The Observer, critic Tim
Hilton asked,
Why (and the Tate must be asking this) does the National Gallery feel that its educational
role can be fulfilled by asking a pop artist with strong roots in Dada to juggle with its
collections? For there is nothing here that one can regard as didactic, except in a negative
sense.98
Like numerous reviewers, Hilton was unable to appreciate Hamilton’s unorthodox installation.
He found the exhibition “distressing,” and contended that the show had deliberately been poorly
hung, “as if to make individual paintings fight for their integrity, and lose.”99 Although the
National Gallery had only just recently formed a department of education, the idea of the
museum as a place of learning, as a producer of scholarship, and as an authoritative voice with a
strong tie to the academy, dates to the turn of the century. As a result, it is not entirely surprising
that so many professionals in the field were disturbed by the atypical format of these artistcurated displays, and impervious to the meaning of Hamilton’s unexpected montage.
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Didacticism & Tradition: Howard Hodgkin & Ronald B. Kitaj
The 1979 and 1980 exhibitions of “The Artist’s Eye,” organized by painters Howard
Hodgkin and Ronald B. Kitaj respectively, took much more traditional, semi-pedagogical forms,
and, as a direct result, attracted considerable acclaim from art pundits. In the accompanying
pamphlet, Hodgkin divulges the thought-process that went into his exhibition:
My first thought was to arrange a didactic show of some kind but then I realized that this
would just be an excuse for including pictures I am interested in anyway. Then someone
suggested I attempt a kind of artistic self-portrait and choose pictures that had influenced
me as a painter and might help people to understand my own work. But I have not done
this.100
In the end, it appears that Hodgkin created a compromise: a show that was both didactic and
touched on his influences. A “scholarly collector” and long-time trustee of the museum, Hodgkin
chose works he felt strongly about and arranged them to approximate their makers’ original
intentions.101 He reunited the three fragments of Manet’s L’Exécution de Maximilien (1867) for
the first time since they were purchased from Edgar Degas’ studio in 1918 [Fig. 2.27]. He
displayed Giovanni Battista Tiepolo’s cherubic, celestial painting An Allegory of Venus and Time
(1754–58) on the ceiling, thus restoring all the perspective effects lost when it is simply hung on
a wall [Fig. 2.28, 2.29]. He took the glass and the heavy wooden frame off Diego Velázquez’s
large and densely-populated painting Philip IV Hunting Wild Boar (c. 1632–37) and hung it
close to the ground to make “the onlooker fe[el] included among the throng of spectators” [Fig.
2.30].102 And he placed Renoir’s paintings of dancers (La Danseuse au Tambourin and La
Danseuse aux Castagnettes, both 1909) on royal-blue felt walls behind potted geraniums to
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simulate the domestic environment for which they were initially made [Fig. 2.31, 2.32]. Out of
respect and admiration for the National Gallery’s collection, Hodgkin, unlike his “Artist’s Eye”
predecessors, placed his own abstract paintings, Dinner at Smith Square (1978–79) and Mr. &
Mrs. E. J. P. (1969–73), in an antechamber, at a remove from his selections [Fig. 2.33, 2.34].
In contrast to “The Artist’s Eye” exhibitions of Caro and Hamilton, Hodgkin’s was a
critical success. Reviewers praised its enlightening display and “educational value.”103 Writing
for the London Evening Standard, Edward Lucie-Smith singled out Hodgkin’s exhibition as the
first triumph of the program, adding: “Hodgkin is not interested in making a self-indulgent
anthology of favorite pictures. What he does want to do is to explain to himself and to others
precisely how we look at a particular image in two dimensions.”104 The New Statesman’s John
Spurling likewise commended Hodgkin for not simply selecting his favorite paintings, but rather
“restoring” and “revitalizing” his selections by exhibiting them as they were meant to be seen.105
The following year, Kitaj, an American artist who had lived the majority of his adult life
as an expatriate in London, used his exhibition to celebrate the figurative tradition. He filled the
small gallery allotted to him with thirty-four paintings of faces and bodies. In one cluster, he
grouped five portraits spanning nearly two millennia: A Young Woman and A Man with a Wreath
(both from the Greco-Roman period, second to third century), Sandro Botticelli’s A Young Man
(c. 1480–85), Eugène Delacroix’s Portrait of a Man (Victor Considérant, after 1830), and
Francisco de Goya’s portrait Don Andrés del Peral (before 1798) [Fig. 2.35]. “The walls have
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many eyes,” was the museum’s accurate, and somewhat eerie, description.106 In an adjacent
group, Kitaj placed Giovanni Bellini’s The Agony in the Garden (c. 1465) above two panels by
Duccio, The Annunciation and The Transfiguration (both 1307–11), with Degas’ Beach Scene (c.
1869–70) sandwiched in between.107 Kitaj explains that he selected art that “owes its very
permission to the human figure.”108 His own works he relegated to the red title wall outside the
gallery, where he presented a tall, narrow oil on canvas titled The Orientalist (1976–77) and two
pastels on paper, Degas (1980), a portrait of the French artist on his deathbed, and Marynka
(1980), a portrait of a female model reclining on a mattress [Fig. 2.36].
Hung close together in several tiers on beige-colored walls, the paintings were arranged
with a calculated disregard for modern display conventions. In a conversation with journalist
Francis Wyndham on techniques of display, Kitaj declared his preference for “old-fashioned”
methods:
Nowadays most museums copy the style of hanging used in art galleries—what
somebody called Penthouse Zen. I think I prefer the old-fashioned method, where the
pictures were displayed less cautiously, as if they were still piled up on crowded studio
walls. I like many traditions. I’m not too thrilled with some of our forms of progress.109
Kitaj’s own studio, where he had artworks installed side by side, floor to ceiling, likely served as
a model, or, at least, as a source of inspiration, for his installation design [Fig. 2.37]. Kitaj, too,
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likened his installation to an intimate interior, but the examples he cited were “Gertrude Stein’s
bedroom” and Monet’s living room: “I wanted […] to people the walls of a room […] like an
impossible, once-in-a-lifetime, paradisiac salon, or like Monet did, living with his pictures in
three stacked tiers.”110
Kitaj had a deep reverence for all things past, which extended far beyond his predilection
for old-fashioned display techniques. Unlike other artists of his time, Kitaj was neither drawn to
the abstract expressionist paintings of his immediate predecessors nor to the consumer-inspired
Pop of his contemporaries. Instead, he was fascinated by the figurative work of such Old Masters
as Hans Memling and Rembrandt. According to Richard Morphet, Keeper of the Modern
Collection at the Tate Gallery (1986–98), Kitaj was “a force for change in the direction of a
return to traditional approaches to pictorial art.”111 Even his early work, Morphet argues, was
directed toward the past despite exhibiting signs of abstraction—for instance, Cracks and
Reforms and Bursts in the Violet Air (1962) and Halcyon Days (Med) (1964).112 By 1965, Kitaj
had turned to the task that would preoccupy him for the next three decades: drawing the human
form from life.113
Kitaj’s repudiation of his early artistic output, which drew inspiration from abstract art,
collage, and technology, and his attendant embrace of figurative painting were precipitated by
his disavowal of modernism. In his catalog essay for “The Artist’s Eye”—praised by numerous
critics, who described it as “one of the few important statements on art”—Kitaj waxes poetic
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about what modernism has forfeited in its quest to “conceive and nourish a life of forms
increasingly divorced from the illustration of human life.”114 “I am […] beset with a feeling of
lost paradise, that all is not well enough,” he bemoans.115 Kitaj believed that modern art’s “great
introspective romance”—in other words, its self-referentiality and rejection of verisimilitude—
had rendered it opaque and inaccessible.116 In an attempt to devalue modern art’s developments
and discourage artists from following its lessons, Kitaj quoted German-born political theorist
Hannah Arendt on progress: “The law of progress holds that everything now must be better than
what was there before. Don’t you see if you want something better, and better, and better, you
lose the good. The good is no longer even being measured.”117
Kitaj’s exhibition for “The Artist’s Eye” was not his first attempt to promote a return to
order. In 1976, he had been invited by the Arts Council of Great Britain to select and buy for
their collection a group of British works and to organize from them an exhibition at the Hayward
Gallery. Titled “The Human Clay,” the exhibition took its name from a line in W. H. Auden’s
1937 poem Letter to Lord Byron: “To me Art’s subject is the human clay.”118 At a time when
abstract, minimal and conceptual art were still dominant, Kitaj presented the figurative paintings
and drawings of forty-eight living English artists, including Francis Bacon, Frank Auerbach,
Lucien Freud, Leon Kossoff, Michael Andrews, David Hockney, Howard Hodgkin, and Peter
Blake.
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More noteworthy than the list of participating artists, however, is Kitaj’s essay for the
exhibition’s accompanying catalog.119 “I have felt very out of sorts with my time,” it begins.
Kitaj explains that after the cubist experiments of Picasso most artists abandoned the practice of
representing the human figure. This exhibition, he maintains, is dedicated to those artists who
could not cease making images of people, “resilient painters conducting their own refusals,” and
“the most basic art-idea, from which so much great art has come,” that is, the single human
form.120 By amassing a large and diverse group of living figurative painters, Kitaj hoped to
revitalize interest in traditional methods and representational art.121 “Don’t listen to the fools who
say either that pictures of people can be of no consequence or that painting is finished,” he urged
his readers. Yet the pivot of his polemic emerges in the middle of his essay when he describes
the 1970s art scene as “barren,” reserved only for “provincial and orthodox vanguardism,” and
implores viewers to support the artists in the show, which, he suggests, form the crux of a
“School of London”:
The bottom line is that there are artistic personalities in this small island more unique and
strong and I think numerous than anywhere in the world outside America’s jolting artistic
vigour. […] In fact, I think there is a substantial School of London […]. If some of the
strange and fascinating personalities you may encounter here were given a fraction of the
internationalist attention and encouragement reserved in this barren time for provincial
and orthodox vanguardism, a School of London might become even more real than the
one I have construed in my head.122
119
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The nation was particularly poised to embrace “The Human Clay” in 1976. In that same
year, the public was exposed to outright attacks on contemporary art, spurred by the national
press’ criticism of the Tate Gallery’s purchase of Carl Andre’s Equivalent VIII (1966), a
sculpture consisting of 120 firebricks arranged in a two-tier rectangular block [Fig. 2.38]. In the
January 1976 issue of Books and Bookmen, Douglas Cooper, an art historian and avid collector
of cubist art, launched an aggressive attack on the Tate Gallery’s recent acquisitions. Cooper
called works by Gilbert and George, Victor Burgin and Barry Flanagan “stupidly experimental or
temporarily smart rubbish,” and asked: “Why is it that nobody can hear the shrill mocking
laughter with which future generations will greet the freaks and follies which are being passed
off as creative art during the last decades of the capitalist era?”123 Cooper did not mention
Andre’s sculpture, but his review caught the attention of an editor at the Sunday Times, who
asked journalist Colin Simpson to write an inflammatory piece about conceptual art.124
Simpson’s article, “The Tate Drops a Costly Brick,” which ran on the front page of the Business
Section and included a large photograph of Equivalent VIII, set off a domino effect. The
criticism proliferated from all angles, with caricatures of the piece in every tabloid, and The
Times’ respected journalist Bernard Levin stating, “Art may come and art may go but a brick is a
brick for ever.”125 The controversy even made its way into a stock market report: “On a lighter
note, trading men watched London Brick with more than usual interest, but the price shaded to
59p on the absence of orders from the Tate Gallery.”126 Although Andre’s sculpture had been
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displayed at the Tate twice since its acquisition in 1972 without inciting any backlash or negative
commentary, when the museum put it on view for a third time in February 1976 to address and
counteract the negative publicity, a visitor attacked it with blue food-dye.
Given the increasingly conservative mood of the country in the late 1970s, it is not
surprising that the media was unanimous in its embrace of Kitaj’s “paradisiac salon” for “The
Artist’s Eye.” One journalist raved that it was “the most moving and the most memorable” of
exhibitions, and that he had “been to see it eleven times.”127 The critic for the International
Herald Tribune, Max Wykes-Joyce, likewise expressed his support for Kitaj’s revivalist
“campaign,” writing:
[F]or more than 20 years, Kitaj has been publicly campaigning for a return to stricter
standards in art training, in teaching, in the practices of art, especially in the matter of
learning to draw. This exhibition, splendidly exemplifying Kitaj’s theories, is the latest
battle in a continuing, and I think and hope, winning campaign.128
In his article for Art in America, Cork took a slightly more critical stance, stating that Kitaj’s
arguments sometimes set up a “sterile” opposition between abstraction and figuration.
Nevertheless, Cork, too, describes Kitaj’s exhibition as the “most stimulating” of “The Artist’s
Eye” series thus far.129

127

Durcan, “The Artist’s Eye,” Cork Examiner.
Max Wykes-Joyce, “R. B. Kitaj: A Cat Among Pigeons,” International Herald Tribune, London, June 1, 1980,
National Gallery Archive, NG32/128, London.
129
Cork, “Report from London: The Artist’s Eye,” 49. The growing critical recognition of “The Artist’s Eye”
inspired the National Gallery to enhance the presence of contemporary art inside its walls. In 1980 (the same year as
Kitaj’s exhibition), the museum launched an Artist-in-Residence program with support from the Arts Council. The
museum’s justification for the residency is reminiscent of statements Levey made in favor of “The Artist’s Eye”: “In
a collection of Old Master paintings this has been a valuable reminder that the tradition of picture-making did not
suddenly stop around 1900 and that the Old Masters were themselves once living artists.” The program provided
emerging artists with a bursary, a studio in the museum (where they were expected to hold open days to the public),
access to the Gallery’s facilities, and an exhibition of their new work at the end of their term. Although the residency
enhanced the presence of contemporary art at the National Gallery, the museum’s choice of artists was conservative.
Out of the nine artists that took part in the program before it was dissolved in 1989, only Madeleine Strindberg (the
last participant) was not a figurative painter. For more on the residency, see Crookham, The National Gallery: An
Illustrated History, 71–2, and “The Artist-in-Residence Scheme,” The National Gallery Report, January 1988–
March 1989 (London: National Gallery Publications Limited, 1989), 54,
128

108

Paradoxically, then, it was with Kitaj’s more traditional exhibition that English art critics
finally came to accept, and moreover praise “The Artist’s Eye” as an annual program. The
journalist for the Financial Times, William Packer, wrote at length about the advantages of
seeing a collection from an artist’s perspective:
The scholars who look after these things for us, so order and arrange them that like is
used to sit with like, everything in its proper place and extraordinary, unlikely and
enlightening conjunctions across the centuries are rarely allowed to happen. The artist on
the other hand, may have just as particular a professional interest in these things, but his
habit of mind is likely to be somewhat different, not necessarily broader in its range, but
consciously prepared, perhaps, to fly freer. He will look anywhere, to any age, for the
help and stimulus he needs with his current preoccupations, making connections that we
might not notice and the scholar dismiss as spurious or irrelevant.130
So enthusiastic was another critic about the series that he asked not only why the museum did
not extend such an offer to musicians, actors, civil servants, astronomers, and even the local
bartender, but also, why it restricted itself to just one such exhibition a year.131
The only person to elaborate on the strengths and shortcomings of both Kitaj’s
undertaking and the series as a whole was Guy Brett, a champion of Latin American Kinetic Art
who had been closely involved with Signals Gallery (1964–66), a short-lived but important
forum in London for experimental art. At the beginning of his article in Art Monthly, Brett
acknowledged that Kitaj’s exhibition was visually stimulating: “It worked like a form of visual
discussion, a form of ‘teaching’ in fact which was based on the unusual juxtaposition” of well-
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known and unfamiliar paintings.132 However, unlike fellow critics who welcomed Kitaj’s
conservative prose, Brett challenged the idea of championing figurative traditions against some
imagined threat from abstraction, arguing that it “is a meaningless conflict which is being used
by both conservative and populist commentators.”133 Brett commended “The Artist’s Eye” series
for providing an alternative to the standard—that is, exhibitions “based on art historical methods
[…] with the accompanying professional detached tone of presentation in which all conclusions
are already drawn.”134 However, he also called for the series’ organizers to make the program
“truly contemporary” by including more experimental artists and by inviting a British artist with
a non-European cultural background to explore his or her responses to the European tradition.135
Brett warned that if the choice of artists was unadventurous and only consisted of the most
successful British artists, the series would “end up reinforcing the tradition at the expense of
living art.” This, he argued, was a pressing matter, since “so many people are looking for the
opportunity to promote a ‘return to order’, to lump together all twentieth-century innovations as
‘modernism’ and make it all appear as a brief interlude.”136 Unfortunately, Levey and Smith did
not pay heed to Brett’s suggestions and this sort of experimentation never came to pass at the
National Gallery.
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Conclusion: Return to Order
“The Artist’s Eye” presented one more exhibition, organized by David Hockney in 1981,
before undergoing a four-year hiatus [Fig. 2.40, 2.41].137 In 1985, however, Levey restored the
series with the help of a corporate sponsor.138 In the wake of Margaret Thatcher’s appointment as
Prime Minister of the UK in 1979, public funding for the arts was diminished to an
unprecedented degree.139 To oversee another five-part installment of the program, the National
Gallery turned to Shell UK Ltd. for financial support.140 Less than two years later, shortly after
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David Hockney was the only participant of “The Artist’s Eye” who made a categorical link between the
museum’s historic collection and contemporary art. For his exhibition, he reconstructed in three-dimensions the
scene depicted in his painting Looking at Pictures on a Screen (1977), which shows the art historian Henry
Geldzahler contemplating reproductions of four National Gallery works [Fig. 2.31]. Hockney’s installation included
the four reproductions, in addition to the props and architectural details pictured in his painting: the original fivepaneled screen and cross-hatched upholstered lounge chair, as well as a parquet floor. Hockney also put on view the
original National Gallery paintings, thereby setting up a three-way comparison between the authentic works, their
photographic reproductions, and his painterly depiction of their photographic reproductions [Fig. 2.32].
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Jacob Rothschild was made chairman of the Trustees, Levey took an early retirement, leaving the
fate of the museum—and, by extension, the program—in the hands of his successor, the young
Neil MacGregor. MacGregor saw the series to its completion, but he also acquiesced to the neoconservative turn of the government and steered the National Gallery into a very traditional,
sometimes reactionary, direction. Within the first year of his appointment, he launched a major
refurbishment of the museum’s galleries to restore their previous opulence, overturning in the
process all the modern modifications Davies had made in the 1970s. False ceilings and floors
were removed, carpets were displaced by hardwood flooring, and original architectural details—
Corinthian marble columns, elaborate sculptural reliefs, and intricately patterned cornices and
friezes—were recovered [Fig. 2.42, 2.43]. According to Conlin, the recovery of the museum’s
rich interior design was, in fact, a plan devised by the board of trustees, which MacGregor was
only too happy to realize in order to improve his relationship with them.141 In addition to
reverting the museum to an earlier state of pageantry, MacGregor also relinquished to the Tate
Gallery all the twentieth century paintings Levey had procured for the National Gallery’s
collection during his tenure. This was the outcome of an amicable agreement MacGregor made
with Nicholas Serota, director of the Tate, in 1996 to settle the almost century-long debate over
the historical division of their two entangled collections. By virtue of their agreement, all
nineteenth-century foreign painting is consolidated at the National Gallery and all twentiethcentury painting at the Tate.142
The story of “The Artist’s Eye”—its origin, purpose, and development—is inextricably
tied to the National Gallery’s intricate relationship to modern and contemporary art. At a time of
Shell as a sponsor on more than one occasion; the museum’s repeated requests to the corporation for additional
funds.
141
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great financial insecurity and growing innovation in the material and conceptual form of
artworks and exhibitions alike, the National Gallery founded “The Artist’s Eye” to break free of
its reputation as a citadel of historical art. The series was one of several measures the museum
implemented to renew and modernize its program, to render itself relevant in a cultural landscape
increasingly influenced by the convention-breaking legacies of the historical and neo-avantgarde. By inviting living artists to organize collection-based exhibitions, the museum sought not
only to establish a visible connection between its Old Master paintings and postwar art, but also
to introduce contemporary art, and moreover a contemporary perspective and sensibility, into its
historical galleries.
Although few of the participating artists made direct links between their own practices
and the older, historic works in the National Gallery’s collection, “The Artist’s Eye” did succeed
in bringing contemporary artists into a museum renowned for its ardent repudiation of the
modern. As one journalist put it, the series introduced the work of living artists into the National
Gallery “in the most artfully diplomatic way.”143 The resulting exhibitions took different forms,
though each broke with the chronology-based display protocols and detached, authoritative mode
of presentation then common to museums of art. Following Levey’s advice, Caro presented an
eclectic, ahistorical, quasi-autobiographical exhibition of paintings he had chosen intuitively and
exhibited without explanation. Hamilton, a veteran of installation design, used his Pop
sensibilities to transform the museum’s gallery into a modern domestic environment. With its
working television, a variety of seating, a mirror, a worn rug, and an ironing board—all of which
were interspersed with Hamilton’s diverse selection of Old Master paintings—the exhibition
spoke to the impact of mass-produced imagery on visual perception. Although the first two
143
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exhibitions took vastly different forms, both proffered unorthodox, non-didactic, subjectivelyauthored assemblages comprising unexpected juxtapositions. For these very reasons, they
exasperated critics and scholars, who ardently believed that exhibitions should be instructive and
didactic. By contrast, Hodgkin and Kitaj—advocates of scholarship and teaching in different
ways—presented exhibitions that adopted more educational approaches and traditional subjects.
Whereas the former installed a number of paintings as they had originally been intended, thus
restoring and illuminating essential features otherwise overlooked, the latter presented a salon of
figurative art, buttressed by a scholarly essay that called for a return to representational painting.
Extolled by critics, both shows were championed precisely because of their edifying displays.
And yet, already in 1980, the unexpected as a display device started to be valued by some
members of the press. Although the conservative climate of the 1980s temporarily negated the
ideological advancements occasioned by the series and returned the museum to its former
position as a tradition-bound institution, the impact of “The Artist’s Eye” outside the museum’s
walls was far-reaching.144
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In 2018, the National Gallery temporarily returned to its Artist’s Eye roots by inviting the contemporary English
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Chapter 3: “Artist’s Choice”
“‘Artist’s Choice’ Show at MoMA Is Gruesome Aesthetic Vandalism,” decried veteran
art critic Hilton Kramer in May 1989.1 Kramer’s sensationalist headline was directed at the
Museum of Modern Art’s exhibition “Burton on Brancusi,” the first in an ongoing series called
“Artist’s Choice” that invites contemporary artists to curate exhibitions from the museum’s
permanent collection. For the series’ inaugural show, American performance artist and sculptor
Scott Burton executed a feat that was at once subtle and shocking: taking as his focus the
pioneering work of Romanian artist Constantin Brancusi, Burton challenged art historians and
curators by separating and reconfiguring Brancusi’s modular sculptures. For the majority of the
show’s audiences, Burton’s gestures were probably deemed innocuous—they may have even
gone unnoticed. But for a MoMA acolyte and traditionalist such as Kramer they were an
“assault” on the “biggest prize of all,” the museum’s collection of twentieth-century painting and
sculpture.2 Though notorious for his combative prose and conservative outlook, Kramer was not
the only critic to reject the museum’s experiment and to caution against the newfangled role of
the artist as curator.3 Time would reveal that Kramer and fellow naysayers were on the wrong
side of history. The 1990s saw a sharp increase in the number of artist-curated exhibitions and a
marked shift in their critical reception from disparaging to approbative, proving Kramer right in
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one respect: “Burton on Brancusi” was indeed “a historic event,” in that it did turn out to be “an
augury of the future.”4
“Artist’s Choice” was established in 1989, the year numerous scholars have credited with
the “emergence of a new historical period” and the shift from modern to contemporary art in the
West.5 Modeled after the analogous series “The Artist’s Eye” (1977–90) at the National Gallery
in London, it was one of the first initiatives of MoMA’s newly appointed Director of Painting
and Sculpture, Kirk Varnedoe.6 However, in contrast to “The Artist’s Eye,” which was designed
to bring contemporary art into the National Gallery for the first time and to demonstrate the
enduring importance of its old master paintings to living artists, “Artist’s Choice” was intended
to enhance the profile of contemporary art in a museum that was precisely founded as a space for
such art, but had since lost sight of its origins. Furthermore, by setting up a dialogue between
early and late twentieth-century works, “Artist’s Choice” was meant to affirm the museum’s
claim that the modern had never ceased to be contemporary, that the latter was merely a subset of
the former. At the time of the program’s commencement, MoMA, in its 60th year, was trying to
restore its position as a center for the vanguard in a cultural landscape made increasingly
competitive not only by the museums of modern art established in its wake, such as the Whitney
Museum of American Art (est. 1931) and the Museum of Non-Objective Painting (est. 1939,
renamed Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum in 1952), but also by the more recent proliferation of
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museums, galleries, and spaces devoted to new art, including the Dia Art Foundation (est. 1974),
P.S. 1 Contemporary Art Center (est. 1976), and the New Museum (est. 1977), among others.7
Although “Artist’s Choice” has recently become the subject of some academic inquiry,
little has been written about this moment in the history of the Museum of Modern Art in
general.8 Most studies of the museum focus on its innovative exhibition program in the 1930s
and ’40s, or the work of its founding director, Alfred H. Barr, Jr. (whose tenure lasted from 1929
to 1943).9 Even those publications more comprehensive in scope usually end in 1970.10 By
providing a critical and contextualized account of “Artist’s Choice,” this chapter will survey an
under-analyzed moment in the history of the museum and fill a significant gap in the growing
literature on artist-curated exhibitions. I will demonstrate that “Artist’s Choice” was one of
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several measures Varnedoe introduced to counteract the museum’s historical bias and to fold
contemporary art into a longer history (and definition) of the modern.11
In order to understand the catalysts for “Artist’s Choice,” it is imperative to first
understand the evolution of the museum’s collecting policy and display conventions between
1929, when the museum was founded, and 1989, when it established “Artist’s Choice.” The first
section, “MoMA: Modern/Contemporary,” will show how during this sixty-year period MoMA
transformed from an experimental, interdisciplinary “laboratory”—a quasi-Kunsthalle that
exhibited contemporary art in all its various forms and featured an impermanent and “dynamic”
museum collection—to a tradition-bound museum renowned for its didactic exhibitions of early
Modern masters and its unswerving display of the genealogical development of modern painting
and sculpture. Furthermore, this section will show how the terms “modern” and “contemporary”
took on different meanings during these decades. In the 1930s and ’40s, when MoMA was in its
experimental phase, the terms were often used interchangeably within the museum’s walls.
“Modern art” was synonymous with “contemporary art of an advanced or controversial
nature.”12 Conversely, between the 1950s and ’70s, as the status of modern art grew and the
museum systematized its presentation methods, creating permanent displays of modern art, the
two terms began to connote distinct historical periods both at MoMA and more generally.
Modern art represented an art historical tradition of avant-garde innovation that had unfolded
between 1880 and 1950, whereas contemporary art began to refer to the more recent productions
of the 1960s and ’70s, such as land and conceptual art (artistic styles that did not fit comfortably
inside the museum’s narrative of abstraction).
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The second section, “Artist’s Choice,” will demonstrate that the eponymous program was
meant to help recalibrate the museum—that is, to restore certain features original to its mission
that had waned in recent decades, and to provide alternatives to its tendencies that had become
doctrinaire. More specifically, it was intended to renew the museum’s commitment to
contemporary artists, encourage interdepartmental cooperation, and generate narratives that
diversified the museum’s authoritative, linear presentation of its collection in ways no museum
curator could have attempted at the time. However, the series was not only designed to bring
living artists into MoMA’s fold, but also to draw direct links between the museum’s older pieces
and newer art, thereby illustrating that contemporary art is a continuation of modern art, rather
than a distinct period.
The third and fourth sections, “Two Approaches to Abstraction: Scott Burton and
Ellsworth Kelly” and “Disruptive/Figurative: Chuck Close, John Baldessari, and Elizabeth
Murray,” examine the exhibitions of the first five artists invited to participate in “Artist’s
Choice” and their critical reception. As described above, the inaugural presentation, organized by
Burton, radically upended both the academic understanding and usual modes of presentation of a
modern master’s output. Kelly’s exhibition, “Fragmentation and the Single Form” (1990), by
contrast, reaffirmed the museum’s traditional, linear account of the development of modern art,
privileging the history of abstraction. In terms of their aims and critical reception, the first two
exhibitions of “Artist’s Choice” could be mapped onto the exhibitions organized by Richard
Hamilton and Ronald B. Kitaj for “The Artist’s Eye.” That is, “Burton on Brancusi,” akin to
Hamilton’s exhibition, had a didactic objective, but its unconventional display and thesis so
outraged critics that they failed to recognize its particular pedagogical thrust. Meanwhile Kelly,
much like Kitaj, adopted a more conservative arrangement and line of argument, and, as a result,
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his exhibition was commended by critics for its scholarly approach. Nevertheless, if the first two
“Artist’s Choice” exhibitions share certain parallels with “The Artist’s Eye” series, the latter
three disclose a significant departure. Unlike the typically maligned exhibitions of their risktaking predecessors, these shows were acclaimed precisely because of their subversive, nondidactic, experimental ethos. Intentionally disruptive, they adopted subjects that had been
disregarded by the museum. Close’s “Head-On/The Modern Portrait” (1991) focused on the
often-sidelined genre of portraiture, and Murray’s “Modern Women” (1995) foregrounded the
neglected history of women artists. Baldessari’s contribution, however, most departed from
museological conventions by using the exhibition as a platform to create a new work titled “e.g.,
Grass, Water Heater, Mouths, & etc. (for John Graham)” (1994)—a collage he constructed from
photographed fragments of works in the museum’s collection.
The final section, “Multimedia Ahistoricism: MoMA2000,” will show that at the turn of
the millennium the museum applied the unorthodox approaches used by artists in their “Artist’s
Choice” exhibitions to its own museum-wide, collection-based exhibition series “MoMA2000.”
Featuring numerous thematic displays in which works made in different time periods and media
were shown side by side, “MoMA2000,” like “Artist’s Choice,” sought to present alternative,
more explicitly subjective displays of the history of modern art and to highlight the continuities
between the museum’s modern masterpieces and contemporary art. Although MoMA was
accustomed to receiving praise for its “Artist’s Choice” exhibitions, when its curators tried their
hands at the kinds of unconventional techniques characteristic of the series, critics resoundingly
disapproved, thus revealing a longstanding bias: whereas artists had free rein to experiment and
break with the conventions of exhibition making, curators were held to a different, more
conservative, standard. Nevertheless, both series were part of a larger program to restore the
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museum’s once-unrivaled position as a bastion of modern art by recovering the museum’s
“laboratory” origins and adopting its early understanding of modern art as equivalent to, or at
least encompassing, contemporary art.

MoMA: Modern/Contemporary
When the Museum of Modern Art opened in November 1929, it was only a venue for
loan exhibitions of contemporary art.13 This integral, yet often-overlooked aspect of MoMA’s
history was clearly articulated by its seven founders in the museum’s first brochure:
The immediate purpose of the Museum of Modern Art is to hold […] some twenty
exhibitions during the next two and a half years. These exhibitions will include as
complete a representation as possible of the great modern painters—American and
European—from Cézanne to the present day, but will be devoted primarily to living
artists […].14
At the time of its inception, in other words, the museum functioned more like a Kunsthalle (an
art gallery that mounts temporary loan exhibitions of contemporary art), than a Kunsthaus (an art
museum responsible for the display and care of a permanent collection).15 Although it was
always in the museum’s plan to build a permanent collection, the type of collection it initially
envisioned would hardly have been permanent at all.
Until the early 1950s, the museum sought to cultivate a collection that was impermanent,
fluid, and provisional. It would “metabolically” discard older works as it acquired newer ones in
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order “to honor the spirit of ‘modern’ as meaning of the present, and ever-changing.”16 In a
prospectus drawn up in 1931, Barr wrote that it must be planned along the most flexible lines
“since capacity for change is an essential element in the Museum’s program.”17 The collection,
therefore, would have a fixed scope (i.e., modern art), but changing contents. This practice was
designed to keep the museum “forever fresh and free from the burdens of an extended history.”18
In the museum’s first two decades, it explored two different methods to achieve this constant
turnover: the first involved drawing up an agreement with the Metropolitan Museum of Art
whereby MoMA transferred older “classic” works to the more historical museum in exchange for
a fund to buy the work of younger artists whose reputations were not yet established; the second
required the museum to de-accession older works of lesser value to finance its more
experimental and contemporary purchases.19
The Museum of Modern Art was already investigating the viability of the former
approach in the months leading up to its opening. In the summer of 1929, the museum’s founders
distributed A New Art Museum, a pamphlet outlining the impetus for their nascent institution, in
which they named as their model the Musée du Luxembourg in Paris, a state collection of work
by living artists that served as a feeder to the Musée du Louvre.20 The works at the Museum of
Modern Art, they suggested, would only temporarily line the museum’s walls. As the
newfangled creations of the present matured into the familiar standards of yesterday, those
singular pieces that had fared well would be passed onto the “mausoleum uptown” (as the
16
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Metropolitan was referred to by staff at MoMA), and those that had not would be put into storage
or circulated to other museums.21 Such a policy would allow the museum to stay on the cutting
edge of advanced contemporary art, unhampered by the taxing responsibilities of storing and
preserving a permanent collection at once growing and aging.
Talks between the two museums commenced in the early 1930s. In exchange for
MoMA’s modern masters, the Metropolitan was asked to hand over its too-often sidelined Hearn
Fund, a bequest consisting of an annual ten thousand dollars devoted exclusively to the purchase
of work by living American artists. In 1933 Barr prepared a twenty-two page report,
supplemented by a now-famous series of diagrams of metaphoric torpedoes, in which he
recommended a fifty-year division between the two museums’ collections [Fig. 3.1–3.3]. “The
permanent collection,” he proposed, “may be thought of as a torpedo moving through time, its
nose the ever advancing present, its tail the ever receding past.”22 With its streamlined forward
movement, the torpedo was a powerful and evocative visual symbol for the museum’s dedication
to modernity and progress.
During these years, in the 1930s and ’40s, it is essential to note that the terms “modern”
and “contemporary” were often used interchangeably by MoMA representatives. “Modern,”
explained Varnedoe in 1995, was an adjective that then meant “relevant to today” and was
associated with the “present” and “living artists.”23 Only Barr drew a distinction between the two
terms, as art historian Richard Meyer explains:
Although Barr alternated between ‘modern’ and ‘contemporary’ in the context of his
Wellesley course, the two were not interchangeable in his lexicon. The term ‘modern,’
often capitalized to underscore its status as a historical style (following ‘Renaissance’ and
‘Baroque’), signified for Barr the most innovative art and culture of the nineteenth and
21
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early twentieth centuries. ‘Contemporary,’ which he rarely capitalized, conveyed a
condition of currency or coexistence regardless of artistic form, content, or sensibility.24
This Meyer infers from an often-quoted statement Barr made in a letter to Paul J. Sachs from
1929: “the word ‘Modern’ is valuable because semantically it suggests the progressive, original,
and challenging rather than the safe and academic which would naturally be included in the
supine neutrality of the term ‘contemporary.’”25 In other words, according to Barr, not all
contemporary art was “Modern,” only “contemporary art of an advanced character.”26 However,
as this chapter will demonstrate, by the time MoMA institutes “Artist’s Choice” in 1989, the
meanings of the terms modern and contemporary have shifted both inside and outside the
museum—the two have come to connote distinct art historical periods. Nevertheless, in order to
remain, or rather restore its position as, a progressive, dynamic museum (in keeping with its
original definition of the Modern), MoMA begins to claim that contemporary art is a mere
continuation of modern art, thus drawing on, but also diluting Barr’s definition: to this day, the
museum argues that the contemporary is the modern, since the modern has not yet come to a
close.
Meanwhile, the museum’s early emphasis on impermanence and novelty was manifested
not only in its collecting philosophy, but also in its approach to exhibition design. This is the
premise of Mary Anne Staniszewski’s The Power of Display: A History of Exhibition
Installations at the Museum of Modern Art, which focuses on the aesthetic and ideological
dimensions of MoMA’s installation designs during what she calls its “laboratory period”—a
term she adapts from Barr to describe the experimental ethos of the museum from 1929 to the
24
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1960s. Barr famously described the museum as a “laboratory” in the catalog for MoMA’s tenth
anniversary exhibition, “Art in Our Time” (1939), a landmark event in the museum’s history,
coinciding with the inauguration of its Bauhaus-inspired building at 11 West 53rd Street.
Although rarely discussed in exhibition literature, “Art in Our Time” is noteworthy not only
because it emphasized the museum’s interest in the art of “today,” but also because it was the
most cross-disciplinary show the museum had organized since its founding.27 An “up to the
minute survey” of modern art, the exhibition included paintings and sculptures, as well as
weathervanes, toys, and mourning pictures by American folk artists; photographs by American
photographers Berenice Abbott, Walker Evans, and Man Ray; industrial designs by Marcel
Breuer and Alvar Aalto; architectural drawings and models of public housing and modern homes
by Buckminster Fuller; a retrospective of film pioneer Georges Méliès, and a seventy-film
program demonstrating the development of the motion picture [Fig. 3.4, 3.5].28
Although the mediums of painting and sculpture had been—and would continue to be—
singularly privileged by MoMA, the plan for an interdisciplinary, multi-departmental museum
dates to the museum’s inception. Influenced by the all-inclusive approach to the visual arts he
had witnessed at the Bauhaus in Dessau in 1927, Barr was eager to break with the old hierarchy
that prized painting and sculpture above all else. He was “moved by a philosophical ideal of
comprehensiveness” and “a reformer’s zeal,” he states, and was determined to present “the
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practical, commercial, and popular arts as well as […] the so-called ‘fine’ arts.”29
Notwithstanding the museum’s circumspect board of trustees, Barr’s vision of a multi-media,
multi-departmental museum was already taking effect by 1939; MoMA established a department
of architecture and design in 1932, a film library in 1935, and a department of photography in
1940.
As the museum made strides to extend its reach beyond the traditional fine arts, questions
about the scope and purview of its collection continued to circulate among museum officials.30
By the late 1940s, MoMA renounced its hitherto zeal for impermanence, but not before it made a
halfhearted agreement with the Metropolitan Museum. Discussions between the two had
intensified at the close of the Second World War when MoMA felt pressured to reaffirm its
commitment to contemporary art. After months of tense negotiations and numerous revisions, a
compromise was reached in September 1947. In the end, only twenty-six works were sold to the
Metropolitan. Nearly two decades in the making, MoMA had not only long outgrown its interest
in the kind of unidirectional Luxembourg-Louvre model it had outlined in 1929, but it had also
become increasingly reluctant to cede any of its early modernist treasures to the Metropolitan.
This was in part because, in the years leading up to the deal, MoMA’s collection had grown
significantly in size and prestige, and, following the Allies’ defeat of the Axis powers in 1945,
the status of modern art had substantially changed.31 Formerly a “fringe” avant-garde movement,
modern art came to embody the “principles of individual freedom” in the postwar period—
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principles that needed defending with the onset of the Cold War.32 For these reasons (and still
others), in 1953, the museum announced its plan to establish a selective permanent collection of
“masterpieces” of the modern movement.33 Had the inter-museum accord remained in effect, the
oldest works in MoMA’s collection today would date to the mid 1960s. The history of modern
art might then begin with minimalism, and the term “modern” might still connote the
contemporary.
By foregrounding innovation, experimentation, and change in the 1930s and ’40s,
MoMA had prized the quality of being “Modern” above the usual custodial duties of traditional
museums, but its 1953 decision to form a permanent collection reversed these priorities. This
new direction, argues Varnedoe, led to an “inversion in thinking about the Museum’s
collection.”34 No longer fluid and provisional, the collection became exactly that which it had
formerly repudiated: a historical repository. In the years immediately leading up to and following
its 1953 decision, MoMA’s main emphasis shifted from “advanced contemporary art” to the
“modern Old Masters.”35 Already in 1949, in fact, art critic Clement Greenberg, an early
champion of the New York School of painting, complained how “scandalously few” Abstract
32
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Expressionist works were included in the museum’s “vastly disappointing” 115-artist show
“American Paintings from the Museum Collections” (1948–49).36 Although paintings by Jackson
Pollock and Mark Rothko were prominently featured in the museum’s 1952 loan exhibition “15
Americans,” works by these artists were insufficiently collected by the museum in the 1950s and
early ’60s. During these years, the museum not only distanced itself from the contemporary art
scene, it also started to focus almost exclusively on its “old friends,” the early European pioneers
of modern art.37 Reporting in 1953, The New Yorker’s Dwight Macdonald reported a common
criticism: “the Museum no longer is doing a creative, pioneering job but is repeating itself, is
continuing to buy and show the older, more thoroughly established modern artists and neglecting
the younger and less well known—that it has become, in the words of one critic, a ‘storehouse of
contemporary archeology.’”38
As MoMA’s erstwhile focus on contemporary art waned, its dedication to
experimentation also lessened. Some scholars attribute the loss of its experimental ethos to the
museum’s resolution to form a permanent collection. Staniszewski, for instance, contends that
“The change in the Museum of Modern Art’s installation practices in the 1960s is […] linked to
[…] the institutionalization of modern art: the creation of permanent installations for
masterpieces.”39 MoMA’s presentation of its permanent collection in 1954 was certainly an
important step in the museum’s framing of “modern art” as a tradition beginning in 1880, rather
than as a dynamic ongoing experiment. The installation included over four hundred works,
which were arranged by Barr and curator Dorothy Miller to tell a synoptic history of the
36
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development of modern art. The display, however, was not strictly chronological. Instead, it was
organized according to stylistic affinities. On the second floor, for example, Barr and Miller
grouped realist, expressionist, Dada and Surrealist paintings made after 1910, only to return on
the third floor to Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avignon from 1907, which served as the
introduction to a suite of galleries outlining the development of Cubism and other abstract art,
such as Orphism, De Stijl, and Constructivism [Fig. 3.6]. As numerous scholars have noted, the
purpose of Barr’s formalist methodology was principally educational—it was meant “to educate
viewers to the revolutionary development of modern art.”40
Barr’s handpicked successor, William S. Rubin (Director of Painting and Sculpture from
1973 to 1988), upheld Barr’s narrative structure even more dogmatically than Barr himself.41
One of his initial actions as director was to organize “The Painting and Sculpture Collection: A
New Perspective” (1973), the first reinstallation of the museum’s permanent collection galleries
since Barr’s 1964 rehang [Fig. 3.7]. Despite its somewhat misleading title promising a novel
outlook on the history of modern art, the outcome, as Rubin readily acknowledged, did not
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significantly deviate from Barr’s design: “the new perspective is essentially my statement but it
really confirms the continuity from Barr’s earlier thinking.”42
Rubin often asserted that MoMA is “not a museum of contemporary art, but a museum of
modern art.”43 The museum’s priority, he believed, was to showcase its strengths: the early
pioneers of modern art. Although Rubin corrected Barr’s neglect of Abstract Expressionist
painting, he did not confer the same attention to the movements of his own time and often
hindered those members of his department that wanted to display newer work.44 Minimal,
conceptual, and earth art, for instance, were rarely exhibited at the museum during his tenure.45
Rubin saw little issue with the museum’s disregard of these newer tendencies for more than one
reason. First, he argued that such work is “less than comfortable in museums” (later he admitted
that he was “less than comfortable” with them as works of art).46 And second, he rationalized
that whereas MoMA was once, perhaps, the only museum devoted to showing contemporary art,
by the 1970s there were many such venues.47 The responsibility to discover and introduce
audiences to new developments in the field, he contended, was not the museum’s to bear.
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In the mid 1980s, facing increasing pressure from MoMA’s board to enhance the
presence of contemporary art in the museum, Rubin promised to update his program.48 However,
when the “new MoMA” opened in 1984, Rubin unveiled a permanent collection display that was
at its core unchanged. In lieu of a fresh and novel outlook representative of the museum’s new
building, and a field altered by the rise of critical discourses challenging the “master theories” of
Greenbergian formalism (e.g., feminism, postmodernism, post-structuralism, and postcolonialism), Rubin presented a survey that was “faithful […] to the historical outlook of the old
[MoMA].”49 Even though he had twice as much space in the museum’s expanded quarters, his
1984 display not only disregarded those contemporary artists and tendencies that were
incompatible with the museum’s rigid developmental story, but it was also more authoritative
and heavy-handed than in past years. Consisting of a “closed-circuit layout,” with each room
leading directly and exclusively to the next, his installation plotted the history of modern art as
an inevitable progression [Fig. 3.8, 3.9].50 Another source of frustration was Rubin’s didactic,
“two-slide mentality”—that is, his propensity to juxtapose works to make an art historical point
that is oftentimes more appropriate to a lecture room than an exhibition.51 Although the
reinstallation was praised by some for its adherence to tradition, many felt that Rubin was too
committed to Barr’s formalist narrative and warned against such a prescriptive and backwardlooking approach. “The Modern is in danger of becoming a sort of Frick Collection, frozen in its
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period,” cautioned Robert Rosenblum, a member of MoMA’s acquisitions committee for
Painting & Sculpture; “It is a modernist museum in the postmodern era.”52
In 1988, after withstanding nearly two decades of criticism concerning his meager
program of contemporary art, Rubin handed over the reins of MoMA’s department of Painting &
Sculpture to his handpicked and groomed successor, Kirk Varnedoe. A professor at the Institute
of Fine Art specializing in turn of the century European art, Varnedoe was no more qualified to
revive the museum’s preeminence as an arbiter of contemporary art. Like Rubin, Varnedoe was
greatly influenced by Barr, but whereas Rubin aligned himself with the formalist Barr, upholding
the standards developed and cemented by MoMA in the 1950s and ’60s, Varnedoe drew his
inspiration from the experimental Barr, modeling his initiatives on the museum’s priorities
during the interwar years. For instance, in 1993, Varnedoe—guided by a pluralistic sensibility—
reinstalled the permanent collection in a more “polyphonic” manner.53 While Rubin had traced a
single, seamless path straight from Cézanne to Picasso, Varnedoe presented a more inclusive,
complex, and open-ended account that was “faithful to real time”—i.e., which valued chronology
over formalism [Fig. 3.10].54 To counteract the “rats in a maze” feel of Rubin’s display,
Varnedoe reduced the number of rooms, making each gallery a little larger, as well as installed
an exit halfway through and a doorway adjacent to Cézanne’s The Bather, allowing visitors to
bypass parts of the early modern period.55 Varnedoe wanted to emphasize that modern art didn’t
proceed neatly and logically from one movement to another, but rather proliferated in a number
of directions that were often contradictory. A great source of inspiration for his redesign, he
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maintained, was “the way contemporary artists view art history.” This is why Picasso was made
a “little less prominent” and Duchamp became “the recurrent, haunting ghost” [Fig. 3.11].56
Perhaps of greater note, however, was Varnedoe’s opening of a newly renovated and expanded
space for the display of art made after 1970—a space in which the installation would rotate
several times a year. In the inaugural display, Varnedoe put on view numerous pieces recently
acquired by the museum, including David Hammons’ High Falutin’ (1990) and Mario Merz’s
Places with No Street (1987) [Fig. 3.12]. Therefore, in addition to restructuring the museum’s
narrative of modern art, Varnedoe also extended it.
Cognizant of his shortcomings in the field of contemporary art, Varnedoe hired Robert
Storr, a New York-based critic and painter, in September 1990 to focus exclusively on the art of
the present day. Varnedoe stated that he was looking for someone with “a well-informed sense of
the plurality of the art world, with a feeling for ethnic diversity, gender, and politics.”57 He found
that person in Storr, who had, on more than one occasion, written perceptive critiques of the
museum’s exclusionary narrative and its troublesome relationship to contemporary art. Storr saw
his role at MoMA in relation to Barr’s early, unconventional, multimedia pursuits, and
repudiated the museum’s more recent formalist turn.58 One of Storr’s first tasks was to reinstall
the museum’s gallery of contemporary painting and sculpture. Suspicious of the museum’s maledominated “heroic” canon, Storr challenged it outright. His installation consisted primarily of
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work made by women and defied any notion of there being a single, definitive narrative.59 These,
however, were not the first significant signs of change at MoMA. Before Varnedoe reinstalled
the permanent collection and hired Storr, he established “Artist’s Choice.”

Artist’s Choice
“Artist’s Choice,” a program inviting living artists to organize exhibitions from the
museum’s reserves alongside displays of their own work, was one of Varnedoe’s first initiatives
at the museum. It was directly inspired by “The Artist’s Eye,” an analogous artist-as-curator
program he had come across in the 1970s during a visit to the National Gallery in London.60 “I
was fascinated,” said Varnedoe of “The Artist’s Eye” to a reporter in 1989, “and it always stuck
in my mind as a very unacademic way of looking at art.”61 Despite the fact that Varnedoe, much
like his predecessors, had a background in academia and was devoted to producing shows and
catalogs of scholarly merit, he also saw the value of exhibiting art in a less didactic manner:
The Modern has a very well-deserved reputation for scholarship, for securing the dates and
sources of modern art […]. But modern art did not become dominant by that route alone. It
also functioned by interpretations and misinterpretations that gave artists permission to do
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what they needed to do. We are not just a source of scholarly information but a resource
for generating the new.62
Although Varnedoe defended the museum’s genealogical mode of display, claiming that it helps
viewers learn key points about the development of modern art, he also acknowledged its faults,
criticizing the museum’s tendency to present the history of modern art as “a series of baton races,
with each pioneer’s advanced position a point of departure for his or her followers.”63 Varnedoe
stressed the importance of looking closely at each individual artwork and of avoiding a “heavyduty historical framework” that makes everything line up in rows.64 As if directly responding to
the museum’s critics, he promised that the series would dismantle the impression that visitors to
the museum are being preached a “once-and-forever universal truth sermon.”65
Vanedoe was keen to recycle the permanent collection and to present an alternative to the
at once revered and criticized evolutionary hang espoused by Barr and Rubin. He wanted to
present “a reordered vision” of the museum’s collection by grouping works from different time
periods, and in different mediums, that are normally isolated from one another in separate
galleries.66 Influenced by the increasingly post-medium sensibility of many contemporary artists,
he hoped that “Artist’s Choice” would foster interdepartmental cooperation and break down the
museum’s unreasonably strict and outmoded departmental divisions.67 Therefore, although the
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series was developed and managed by the painting and sculpture department, participating artists
were free to choose works in any medium from any department. “As few limits as possible are
placed on what each artist may do,” asserted Varnedoe.68
Artists, in particular, were integral to Varnedoe’s goal of reimagining MoMA’s canonical
narrative. Carol Duncan has suggested that museums often reproduce familiar accounts of art
history because curators are “constrained” to program their galleries according to cultural
conventions that are not of their own making but for which they are held accountable by their
superiors, colleagues, critics and visitors.69 On more than one occasion, Varnedoe confirmed
Duncan’s hypothesis, stating that curators have an obligation to put on view the museum’s
masterpieces and to arrange them in an instructive narrative.70 Artists, on the other hand, are seen
as independent creative agents unhampered by the limitations imposed on professional curators:
The Museum’s normal display reflects the curators’ selections according to hierarchies of
historical importance, and has been traditionally divided in terms of separate mediums
(photography in one area, paintings in another, etc.), and presented in a linear,
chronological order. The artist, freed from these constraints, can mix mediums, bring less
familiar works to the fore, and show well-known masterpieces in surprising contexts.71
As Varnedoe expected, the artists who participated in the series presented “combinations no
curator would dare essay.”72
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Such idiosyncratic combinations, Varnedoe envisioned, would “recharge the fields of
energy surrounding works in the Museum’s collection” by allowing visitors to see key moments
in the history of modern art from a fresh perspective.73 In the brochure for the first “Artist’s
Choice” exhibition, “Burton on Brancusi,” Varnedoe hinted at the museum’s anxious
relationship to its increasingly historical permanent collection: “The masterpieces in The
Museum of Modern Art are important to us not only as enshrined, ‘understood’ monuments to
the past but because, to the degree that they are masterpieces, they may always be understood
again, and give rise to the new.”74 By way of example, Varnedoe described how the sculptures of
Brancusi had been reinterpreted by the minimalists and then again by Scott Burton, the first artist
to participate in the series. Varnedoe’s objective, however, was not limited to rendering the
works in the museum’s collection newly relevant. He also wanted to show that MoMA was a
source of ongoing influence for contemporary artists and that the modern period had not yet
come to an end: “By seeing the collection through the eyes of artists who use it as a base for new
departures,” he stated, “we appreciate more fully the ways in which the Museum is a living
resource for the continued unfolding of modern art.”75 “Artist’s Choice,” therefore, would help
73
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MoMA restore its position as a champion of contemporary art in two ways: it would enhance the
presence of living artists inside the museum, foregrounding both their work and their unique
perspectives on the history of modern art, and, more importantly, it would show that the
“modern” was still “unfolding,” that it was, in other words, still “contemporary.”76

Two Approaches to Abstraction: Scott Burton and Ellsworth Kelly
According to Varnedoe, Burton, with his developed ideas about Brancusi, was the
obvious first choice for the series:
I heard [Burton] saying that every sculptor has at the base of his work a central gesture. He
said he always thought about Brancusi’s bases as tables that he reached out and squeezed. I
thought: if only I could get across this bear hug, this lived relationship with art.77
Burton first earned his reputation as a performance artist in the early 1970s, but by the 1980s he
was best known for his post-minimal public sculptures of chairs and tables. A great source of
influence on his development as a thinker and artist was the pioneering modern sculptor
Constantin Brancusi. Consequently, when Varnedoe asked him to serve as the series’ inaugural
guest curator, Burton chose to focus on Brancusi’s sculptural bases, which scholars had
dismissed as being “interesting but merely decorative.”78 Featuring eight out of the twelve
Brancusi works in the museum’s permanent collection as well as three loans from neighboring
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museums, “Burton on Brancusi” (1989) sought to demonstrate that Brancusi’s bases are not only
deserving of sculptural appreciation, but are also equivalent to the objects they support.79
At once subtle and shocking in its defiance of display standards, “Burton on Brancusi”
was located in a single, modestly-sized room at the entrance to the painting and sculpture
galleries. Just outside the gallery, Burton presented Bird in Space (1928) and The Cock (1924) on
a white pedestal of his own making. Based on Brancusi’s fireplace—a limestone mantel with two
supports—the pedestal hybridized the work of Brancusi with that of Burton [Fig. 3.13].80 Once
inside the gallery, the exhibition’s iconoclastic character became yet more evident. Burton, for
instance, took issue with the museum’s usual presentation of Brancusi’s work. Too often, he
complained, Brancusi’s sculptures are arranged “in a little stage set, so they look like a tableau
vivant.”81 Therefore, instead of presenting his selections in one large cluster, Burton spread them
throughout the room on low-lying carpeted platforms [Fig. 3.14, 3.15].82 More disquieting,
however, was his decision to place, at the very center of the room, the limestone pedestal for The
Fish (1930) without the large oblong, marble sculpture it usually supports. Like several other
critics, Kramer was outraged by Burton’s omission (“this fishless ‘Fish’ is no longer a Brancusi.
It is an ex-Brancusi, a dismembered Brancusi, a Brancusi stripped of its reason to exist. It is, in
short, a postmodernist Brancusi, which is no Brancusi at all.”).83 Burton was not oblivious to the
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contentious nature of his decision: “You see the table in the middle?,” he asked a reporter, “That
is the base for Brancusi’s Fish. My perverse move is that I put the sculpture in storage and only
show the base.”84 However, Burton’s intention was neither to violate Brancusi’s work nor to play
some irreverent game with the museum’s masterpieces. By isolating the base, he hoped that
viewers would recognize its form as the same double cylindrical drum later repurposed for Table
of Silence (1937), Brancusi’s renowned memorial to the First World War in Târgu Jiu, Romania
[Fig. 3.16].
Yet more audacious was Burton’s presentation of the rough-hewn wooden pedestal for
The Sorceress (1916), which he divorced from the rest of the sculpture, placed on a pedestal of
its own, and turned at a forty-five degree angle to accentuate its three-dimensionality [Fig. 3.17].
The purpose of placing Brancusi’s base on a base of its own was to enable viewers to see it at
eye level, rather than looking down on it.85 Simple and unassuming, the pedestal was designed
by Burton. (In a video documenting the show’s installation, Burton reveals that he was initially
inclined to design a more elaborate pedestal, a “Burtonesque” object, but decided against it).86
Adjacent to Brancusi’s elevated base, Burton presented the polished ovoid bronze Newborn I
(1920) directly on the ground, separated from its base, so that visitors would have to look down
to see the work. It “lies forlornly on the floor in a Plexiglas box,” wrote one distressed critic.87
Burton on the other hand argued that it is unique to be able to look down on the sculpture.88
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Brancusi, in fact, often placed such sculptures on the floor, a table, or chair, in order to
emphasize their “homelessness.”89 Burton explains that whereas many of Brancusi’s sculptures
of heads either have necks or are attached to a base, Newborn I is a completely independent
object.90 Varnedoe was excited by Burton’s bold arrangements: “This is SO different,” he
exclaimed in the accompanying video, “you’re literally elevating what was thought to be
inferior, and demoting what was thought to be superior.”91 Such calculated juxtapositions were
found throughout the exhibition. For example, on the back wall, Burton installed Chimera (1918)
and Endless Column (1918) parallel to one another to disclose the hourglass base of the former
as “a one-unit Endless Column.” According to Burton, he and Varnedoe had argued about how to
install Chimera. Whereas Burton wanted to display only its base, Varnedoe insisted that it would
be more advantageous to show the complete sculpture. He reasoned that if Burton displayed the
base on its own, visitors might mistake it for an independent sculpture. Since the point was to
demonstrate that the base from Chimera “migrates” in Brancusi’s work and becomes a sculpture
unto itself, Burton had to show the sculpture in its entirety.92 Other pieces, too, were left intact,
including Magic Bird (1910–12) and Adam and Eve (1916–21), which were shown side by side
to draw attention to their figural bases, as well as Young Bird (1928), a tripartite sculpture
featuring a base with a repeating motif reminiscent of the seats in the Table of Silence.
The only non-sculptural piece included in “Burton on Brancusi” was the last work
visitors saw before exiting the gallery: View of the Artist’s Studio, a gouache Brancusi made in
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1918, served as “a mirror of the exhibition” [Fig. 3.18].93 It gave viewers a glimpse of the artist’s
dynamic, experimental studio, where sculptures, bases and pieces of furniture were assembled in
close proximity in hybrid, non-hierarchical, temporary configurations called groupes mobiles
(mobile groups). It also helped to justify Burton’s controversial installation of Newborn I, since it
pictures one of Brancusi’s ovoid heads on the floor (and another on a bench). Meanwhile, in the
museum’s sculpture garden, Burton presented a selection of his own austere stone seats for
visitors to sit in, including a pair of Rock Chairs (1980–81), a Three-Quarter Cube Bench (1985–
86), and two Parallelogram Chairs (1987–88) [Fig. 3.19, 3.20].94
Although “Burton on Brancusi” was promoted by the museum and described by
reviewers as one artist’s idiosyncratic vision of another artist’s oeuvre, it was also a didactic,
thesis-driven exhibition.95 This should not come as a surprise. Before Burton turned to art
making, he had curated several exhibitions of realist painting, earned a master’s degree in
literature from New York University (1962–3), and worked as an art critic and later editor for
ARTnews (1966–mid1970s) and Art in America (1965–76).96 In his MoMA text “My Brancusi,”
Burton builds his case for the importance of Brancusi’s bases methodically. Beginning with the
relevant background literature, Burton dutifully cites numerous scholars who have deemed
93
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Brancusi’s bases inferior to the objects they support, including Sidney Geist, who claims that
“the pedestals are not works of art,” and characterizes them as “decorative objects of the same
kind as picture frames.”97 Conversely, Burton not only contends that Brancusi’s bases are of the
same “conceptual order” as his sculptures, but he also discloses their “doubleness”—that is, the
fact that they are at once artworks and utilitarian objects, sculpture and furniture, leading Burton
to describe them as “pedestal-tables.”98 However, their doubleness extends beyond this binary to
include another: Brancusi’s “pedestal-tables,” adds Burton, are objects and representations of
objects—they simultaneously perform a function and act as their own sign.99 To substantiate his
contentions, Burton provides numerous examples organized into a valuable typology of
Brancusi’s pedestals, which demonstrate the fluidity of forms in Brancusi’s practice.
Despite Burton’s efforts to contribute to the discourse on Brancusi, most critics were so
disquieted by his unorthodox approach that they were unable to appreciate the merits of the
show. In his review for The New York Times, Michael Brenson admits that Burton “sees threads
and connections that critics and historians are likely to miss. In several ways, however, this show
is dangerous. Burton has taken liberties with Brancusi that will make some artists and scholars
cringe.”100 Critic Jason Edward Kaufman likewise argued that the exhibition did not meet the
museum’s standards of scholarship: “Burton’s presentation of Brancusi is limited, fragmentary
and self-serving. We cannot cast aside the criteria that make for good curatorship simply because
the curator is an artist, or a celebrity.”101 Kaufman felt that the exhibition did not provide “a
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critical apparatus of adequate sophistication,” and—through its unconventional approach—
“blinds [visitors] to the more fundamental issues with which Brancusi dealt.”102 Like many of his
peers, Kaufman subscribed to a narrow reading of Brancusi’s sculptures as ideal, archetypal
forms purified of all extraneous detail. Burton, however, had expected the worst from critics.
During the show’s installation, he warned Varnedoe, “they’re gonna wipe the floor with us.”103
The exhibition and series, however, had one supporter in Schjeldahl, who began his review by
directly challenging the show’s detractors, stating that the only thing wrong with Burton’s
exhibition was that it did not happen a decade ago, and the only flaw with “Artist’s Choice” is
that it might never again have the same cogency.104
With the exception of Schjeldahl’s encouraging words, the disparaging reviews of
Burton’s show reveal the survival of a common myopia about exhibition-making within the
critical discourse of the time: an exhibition should be didactic; any experimentation with the
design and make-up of exhibitions that detracts from their educational value is insupportable.
These same criticisms, of course, had been leveled at some of “The Artist’s Eye” exhibitions
examined in the previous chapter. Nevertheless, unlike, for instance, Anthony Caro’s inaugural
presentation of “The Artist’s Eye” in 1977, which was criticized for its non-didactic, seemingly
random presentation of works, Burton’s exhibition was instructive; it was focused and had a
clear and explicit thesis, which Burton supported not only visually through the juxtapositions he
staged in the museum’s gallery, but also in writing through the examples he cited and typology
he devised in the exhibition’s brochure. However, the show’s unconventional installation—i.e.,
its display of some of Brancusi’s bases sans sculptures—disturbed, and thus prevented, most
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reviewers from considering the validity of Burton’s argument. Before his untimely death in
December 1989, Burton amended his text, “My Brancusi.” Posthumously published in Art in
America in March 1990, it included an important postscript validating the premise of “Burton on
Brancusi”: in 1926, Brancusi exhibited six of his bases as independent works of art at the
Brummer Gallery in New York.105 This revelation, however, arrived too late to shift critical
opinion.
Unlike Burton, abstract painter Ellsworth Kelly, the second artist to participate in
“Artist’s Choice,” embraced a subject and mode of display in keeping with the museum’s
traditions. His exhibition “Fragmentation and the Single Form” (1990) traced the development of
abstract art through two parallel impulses in the history of modern art: the fragmentation of the
visual field, and the distillation of form to its abstracted essence. Consisting of twenty-five works
spanning a century and a half in date, the exhibition was neatly arranged with twelve works on
each side of the gallery and one at its center [Fig. 3.21]. On the left, Kelly presented Cézanne’s
watercolor Foliage (c. 1895–1900), Picasso’s painting Ma Jolie (1911–12), Georges Braque’s
papier collé Guitar (1913–14), and Fernand Léger’s painting Contrast of Forms (1913) [Fig.
3.22]. This chronological line-up told a familiar developmental narrative: it outlined the lineage
of Cubism from its precursors to its progenitors and followers.106 Meanwhile, on the right side of
the gallery, Kelly focused on the spiritual and philosophical aspects of works that simplified
form to a single shape. This section began with John James Audubon’s Roseate Tern (1832), a
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collage from his well-known Birds of America series, and ended with Brancusi’s polished bronze
Bird in Space [Fig. 3.24]. In between the two, Kelly paired Kazimir Malevich’s Suprematist
Composition: White on White (1918) with Mondrian’s formally analogous lozenge composition
Painting I (1926). And, on another wall, he grouped numerous works containing biomorphic
imagery, including Edward Weston’s nearly abstract photograph of a woman’s back, Mexico
D.F. (Anita) (1925), and two bronze sculptures of women, one by Giacometti from 1928 and
another by Picasso from 1951. The exhibition culminated with Kelly’s own untitled,
asymmetrical, black painting from 1988. All roads, in other words, led to Kelly, whose work—
the largest in the show—presided over the rest.
If MoMA was still divided between its traditional insistence that the history of modern art
is a story of progression toward abstraction, and its newfound attempt to incorporate revisionist
histories and alternative perspectives more representative of the contemporary art scene, then
“Fragmentation and the Single Form” belonged squarely in the former camp. This was evidenced
not only by the chronological-cum-formalist mode of display Kelly implemented, but also by his
supplementary essay, a scholarly text in which he retells a conventional, well-known account of
the modern period that privileges abstraction:
From the beginning of the twentieth century, modern artists have been preoccupied with
fragmenting the world and seeking essences of form and experience. Since then, artists
have measured themselves against, and have elaborated upon these impulses within the
embrace of a modern tradition that continues into the future.107
Like Varnedoe, Kelly contended that the modern period—the period from which he had emerged
in the 1950s and in which he was still firmly ensconced four decades later—was still thriving,
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and that the practices of contemporary artists were still inflected, perhaps even defined, by the
innovations of the modern masters.
Both national and international news sources alike praised “Fragmentation and the Single
Form.” It was precisely the show’s familiar plot that drew critics to the exhibition. Brenson, for
instance, wrote that it was “a wonderful example of how first-rate artists think.”108 Tellingly, the
most glowing review came from Kramer, who, only a year earlier, had dismissed “Artist’s
Choice” as an “ill-conceived endeavor.”109 In contrast, he commended “Fragmentation and the
Single Form” for its “flawless selection” and scholarly approach:
Were I teaching a course in the aesthetics of modernism just now, I would have my
students pay very close attention to this show, which is, among much else, the most
effective kind of didactic exhibition a museum can offer its public. It makes most of what
passes for art education in our museums today look like the sheerest persiflage.110
For Kramer, an enthusiast of the museum’s traditional narrative, Kelly’s exhibition signaled a
reassuring return to the museum’s classic self. And it was precisely this feature of Kelly’s
exhibition—its recognizable (and derivative) narrative—that rendered its scholarship discernible
(by turns, the scholarship of “Burton on Brancusi” was imperceptible because it was novel and
unexpected).

Disruptive/Figurative: Chuck Close, John Baldessari, and Elizabeth Murray
The return to order advanced by Kelly’s exhibition, however, was only temporary,
because the third “Artist’s Choice” participant, painter Chuck Close, used his exhibition to
deliberately subvert MoMA’s customary narrative and methods of display, as well as its
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hierarchy and segregation of mediums. Focused on portraiture, a genre largely overlooked by the
museum, Close’s exhibition, “Head-On/The Modern Portrait” (1991), presented “a different tale
than the one typically presented by the museum, which ha[d] never seemed to consider
portraiture central to a definition of modernism.”111 [Fig. 3.25] Densely crowded into a single
square gallery, Close’s heterogeneous selection consisted of more than 140 head-to-shoulder
portraits, which ranged in date from the mid nineteenth century to the late twentieth century and
included paintings, prints, sculptures, drawings, and photographs. [Fig. 3.26] Eschewing the
museum’s usual ordering principals, such as medium, style, and period, Close installed the works
either cheek-by-jowl in a floor-to-ceiling arrangement reminiscent of nineteenth-century salons,
or closely propped on narrow shelves with their mattes and frames overlapping. [Fig. 3.27]
Nearly every available sliver of space was used. Even the emergency exit door supported a
couple of works [Fig. 3.28].
Close was not interested in presenting the museum’s most venerated artworks; instead, he
sought to exhibit portraits of people who had been significant to the artist, as the subjects of his
pictures are to him.112 Marcel Duchamp—though not the most represented artist in the show (that
title went to Picasso)—was the most pictured [Fig. 3.29]. His face was the subject of a 1915
pencil drawing by Jean Crotti, a 1920 silverpoint by Joseph Stella, a 1930 photograph by Man
Ray, and a 1958 self-portrait made from torn paper and velvet.113 Visitors to “Head-On” were
themselves turned into sitters through Frida Kahlo’s Fulang-Chang and I (1937), a two-part
work consisting of a self-portrait and a mirror, which was deliberately hung at eye level. In

111

Michael Kimmelman, “Chuck Close Browses and Assembles an Exhibition,” New York Times, January 18, 1991,
in Department of Public Information Records, II.A.1446. MoMA Archives, NY.
112
Chuck Close, “Artist’s Statement,” in Head-On/The Modern Portrait (New York: The Museum of Modern Art,
1991), n.p., Curatorial Exhibition Files, Exh. #1567. MoMA Archives, NY.
113
The Pictures Generation’s shape-shifting chameleon, Cindy Sherman, likewise made several appearances in
“Head-On,” even though her work is not strictly portraiture.

148

addition to these comparatively better known works, Close put on view several pieces that had
never before been exhibited, such as an 8-x-10-inch photocopy of a drawing labeled “Bill de
Kooning,” which the artist, Ray Johnson, had mailed to the museum in 1990. Close was
especially fond of this work because it had “bypassed the curatorial process—it got into the
Museum’s library without anybody ever deciding it needed to be there.”114 Although the
exhibition primarily consisted of two-dimensional works, it also featured eight portrait busts,
including Matisse’s bronze Jeannette IV (1913), Alexander Calder’s brass wire construction
Marion Greenwood (1929–30), and Elie Nadelman’s rose marble Head of a Woman (1942).
These were displayed in a row on plinths at varying heights to align the eyes of each sculpture
[Fig. 3.30].
In contrast to the museum’s usual display practices—whereby works are evenly spaced to
facilitate undistracted contemplation—Close’s installation did not encourage viewers to consider
each work individually; rather, it asked them to draw connections between works both near and
far. “For the purposes of this particular exhibition,” stated Close, “I’m against what The Museum
of Modern Art is known for, which is giving these art works room and space, and making each
one a contemplative object you can go and stand in front of, and reverently pay homage to,
without anything else in your peripheral vision.”115 Close sought to “force” the viewer to make
comparative judgments and felt that the “white wall that we normally love in the museum world
erases the memory of the piece just seen and clears the palate, like sherbet between the courses.
That is one way of having an experience, but it isn’t the only way.”116 In his accompanying text
(a compilation of remarks excerpted from a conversation with Varnedoe), Close cites curator
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William Ivins’ concept of “syntactical comparison” to describe the type of looking he hoped to
engender in visitors. Close wanted visitors to focus on the artist’s process and “syntax”—that is,
the particular arrangement of marks specific to each work. To emphasize the distinctiveness of
each artist’s hand, Close juxtaposed works that share a theme but are dissimilar in style, such as
Juan Gris’ and Jean Dubuffet’s stern portrayals of their mothers. Other comparisons were meant
to highlight stylistic similarities that spilled over from one medium into another.117 For instance,
Close hung a 1973 photographic portrait of himself, distorted through a grid of glass, by the
Italian photographer Gianfranco Gorgoni near his own Self-Portrait from 1988, which is built up
with circles inside a grid framework, and underneath a 1919 drawing of Pavel Tchelitchew, in
which Pierre Souvtchinsky’s face is made of concentric rings [Fig. 3.31]
Although the installation most resembled a crowded storeroom, it also recalled the dense
repetition in Close’s own canvases, in which thousands of distinct marks coalesce to form a
whole. Numerous reviewers commented on this aspect of the exhibition. Michael Kimmelman,
for instance, wrote that “Head-On,” akin to Close’s own work, is made up of “hundreds of marks
in the form of portraits combining to tell a story that cannot be discerned in any single image.”118
In other words, the exhibition asked to be considered not only as a collection of individual
works, but also as a work in itself. An analogous method of construction, however, was not the
only similarity between Close’s exhibition and artistic practice. The two also shared an obvious
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thematic relationship and a desired effect: to make viewers uncomfortable. Close told critic
Suzanne Muchnic that he intentionally makes his portraits “aggressive,” “confrontational” and
“intimate,” and that he wanted his show for “Artist’s Choice” to have that same intimacy: “You
sort of fall into this room and everyone’s staring at you. […] I want it to be discomforting and
somewhat oppressive, pushing against the ceiling and the walls.”119
In addition to rendering visitors uneasy, Close’s atypical exhibition design was intended
to upset the museum’s conventions of display:
I thought this was an opportunity, coming from outside the museum, to be mildly
subversive. What could I do that they [curators] can’t get away with? In fact, the curators
almost uniformly have said, ‘We love what you have done, but if we had tried to do it, they
would never have let us.’”120
Close’s initial ideas for the exhibition were significantly tamer than the final outcome. First, he
thought of displaying MoMA’s collection of paintings by Willem de Kooning (his idol); second,
he considered presenting the museum’s “fifteen most terrific portraits.”121 In the end, he
abandoned both ideas since neither would have undermined the museum’s increasingly staid
curatorial conventions. For instance, a priority for Close was to overcome the museum’s
departmental atomization: “One of the things I did,” he states, “was cut across some of the
normal boundaries in the Museum’s collection. When you get a large institution like the Museum
of Modern Art, a kind of territorial division begins to take place, with certain curators making
judgments in their special bailiwicks and other curators in theirs.”122 Equally important to him
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was to overturn the museum’s reliance on chronology as an organizing principle: “The art
historical way is so-and-so begat so-and-so who begat so-and-so […]. I’m trying to subvert the
Old Testament version of art history.”123
Unlike Burton, who was accused of taking liberties with the display of the museum’s
collection, Close was able to transgress the museum’s protocols and garner a “chorus of
praise.”124 In fact, his exhibition was lauded because of its disruptive tactics, not in spite of them.
Critic Amei Wallach, for instance, stated that “Head-On” “succeeds by subverting the MoMA’s
most sacred standards of discrimination, discretion and hierarchy.”125 Ken Johnson similarly
praised the exhibition’s “opposition to curatorial practice,” by which he meant its
nondiscriminatory, cross-disciplinary selection, which challenged the museum’s “standardized
modes of valorization and categorization.” Johnson concluded that the most important takeaway
of the show was that artists “who are free to ignore the normal strictures of professional
museology” should be employed as curators more often.126 “Head-On” signals an important
turning point for the critical reception of “Artist’s Choice.” Although the series had already been
praised a year earlier for Kelly’s “Fragmentation and the Single Form,” that praise had hinged on
the show’s adherence to tradition (in terms of its display and theme). However, beginning with
Close, critics started to commend “Artist’s Choice” exhibitions for their unorthodoxy,
individuality, and disruption of curatorial conventions.
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If Close broke with professional museology by deviating from standards of display, then
the fourth contributor to “Artist’s Choice,” Conceptual artist John Baldessari, did so by using the
museum’s collection to create a new work of art: “e.g., Grass, Water Heater, Mouths, & etc. (for
John Graham)” (1994). A large collage, measuring over fifteen feet long and eight feet high, it is
composed of photographed details from 29 works in MoMA’s collection [Fig. 3.32]. Some of the
details, such as the lion’s tail in Henri Rousseau’s The Sleeping Gypsy (1897) and the bananas
from Giorgio de Chirico’s The Melancholy of Departure (1914), have little to do with the work
from which they were lifted. Others, however, seem to encapsulate in their fragmented form the
entirety of the original piece. Take, for instance, the grimacing mouth from de Kooning’s
Woman I (1950–52), which is adjoined to the whirlwind at the center of van Gogh’s The Starry
Night (1889).127
Like his “Artist Choice” predecessors, Baldessari did not limit himself to painting and
sculpture; he included a film still of actor Charles Laughton in Ruggles of Red Gap (1935) and a
celluloid animation from Walt Disney’s cartoon Three Little Pigs (1933). The largest
appropriated segment—an unusually-shaped cutout of an eye and ear—stems from Harlequin
(Self-Portrait) (1944) by John Graham, a Ukrainian-born American figurative painter from the
1940s, to whom Baldessari dedicated this work. In addition to extracting these details, Baldessari
adjusted their scales and colors, and arranged them in an eccentric shape vaguely reminiscent of
a bizarre animal or the skeleton of a dinosaur [Fig. 3.33].128 On facing walls, he displayed only
six of the original works with their sampled portions illuminated by spotlights. The remaining
twenty-three were presented on a low ledge as sixteen-by-twenty inch reproductions with their
127
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relevant details excised [Fig. 3.34, 3.35].129 As numerous critics commented, the show
functioned as “a kind of mental jigsaw puzzle” that asked viewers to match the parts to their
original bodies.130
However, akin to Close’s “Head-On,” Baldessari’s installation-cum-exhibition was
intended to be explored and read not only through its constituent parts, but also as a whole. In
form, it bore some resemblance to a Cadavre Exquis (i.e., exquisite corpse), the chance-based,
collaborative game espoused by Surrealist artists whereby each participant contributes a drawing
(or sometimes a sentence) to a sheet of paper, concealed from other contributors, who in turn add
to the drawing (or text) in order to create a fantastical composite artwork. As if to acknowledge
this Surrealist precursor, the exhibition featured a detail from an exquisite corpse drawing (c.
1927). According to Baldessari, however, the show’s unusual format was influenced by one of
his visits to the Metropolitan Museum, where he was struck by two things: Ancient Greek vases
reassembled from shards and thus oftentimes fragmentary in form, and a series of paintings
“marching down the walls,” which he imagined as film stills.131 Baldessari’s collage-cumexhibition also shared formal and methodological similarities with the large collages he began
producing in the mid 1980s from black-and-white photographs of film and newspaper stills,
which he rephotographed, enlarged, cropped, and rescaled, such as Bridge (1986) and Upward
Fall (1986). In both his practice and for the exhibition itself, Baldessari wanted to explore how
the meaning of images shift when they are divorced from their contexts and reshuffled to form
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new compositions. “I am interested in when two images abut each other,” he said in an
interview, “it’s like when two words collide and some new word in some new meaning comes
out of it.”132 However, unlike a curator, Baldessari was not interested in revealing anything new
about his selections from a scholarly perspective. Rather, he wanted to maintain “Duchamp’s
irreverence for things.”133
Akin to “Head-On,” Baldessari’s show was critically acclaimed because of its disregard
for curatorial orthodoxy. Reviewers stressed that it was more eccentric and less pedantic than a
standard museum exhibition. Kimmelman, for instance, lauded the exhibition for its
“irreverence,” asserting that “there is a certain tyranny to the ways museums are arranged
according to medium, school and period.”134 Schjeldahl likewise praised it for its “iconoclastic
tang,” and commended Baldessari for cracking “the pedantic crust that inevitably forms on any
museum’s hangings.”135 Wallach, too, thanked Baldessari for freeing the originals of their
“stultified” meanings, which had appeared to be carved in stone.136 She emphasized that the
exhibition “defie[d] the old boundaries, the old rectangles, the old hidebound ways of seeing,”
and underscored that “artists almost never think the way that curators think—meaning linearly,
logically or historically.”137 Much like Close’s contribution to “Artist’s Choice” then,
Baldessari’s meta-artwork revealed a shift in the critical perception of curating: the didacticism
common to museum exhibitions was now seen as old-fashioned, as a burdensome handicap, and
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the freedom of artists to organize exhibitions in unconventional, non-didactic ways was
recognized as its antidote.
“Artist’s Choice” had been a boys club until Varnedoe invited painter Elizabeth Murray
to participate in 1995. Like Close, Murray chose to use her exhibition to directly confront
MoMA’s biases. In particular, she focused on the museum’s—and series’—neglect of women
artists. “Modern Women” presented more than 100 paintings, sculptures, drawings, and prints by
69 women artists made from 1914 to 1973 [Fig. 3.36].138 However, unlike her “Artist’s Choice”
predecessors, who were allotted only one gallery, Murray took over three rooms in the museum’s
third-floor contemporary painting and sculpture galleries, where she arranged her selections by
theme.
The first room focused on Murray’s 1950s and ’60s forerunners. Helen Frankenthaler,
Joan Mitchell, and Grace Hartigan—“artists for whom the paint itself […] is uppermost”—were
displayed adjacent to Lee Bontecou, who was represented by one of her signature steel, wire, and
cloth relief constructions from 1959 [Fig. 3.37, 3.38].139 Nearby, Murray put on view a few
works from outside the museum’s collection by her friends and contemporaries, such as Jennifer
Bartlett and Louise Fishman, as well as her only contribution to the show: A Mirror (1963), an
early self-portrait. In the middle room, where some pictures were hung in dense groupings
approximating a salon style, several themes were explored, including geometric abstraction, and
the relationship between art and craft. The strongest cluster, however, addressed the subject of
serial repetition. Here Mary Bauermeister’s Progressions (1963), a series of wood panels
consisting of hundreds of smooth pebbles arranged in neat rows according to their size and color,
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neighbored Bridget Riley’s Fission (1963), one of her characteristic Op art paintings of receding
black dots [Fig. 3.39].140 To the work of bona fide minimalists, such as Jo Baer’s Primary Light
Group: Red, Green, Blue (1964–65), Murray added Georgia O’Keeffe’s Lake George Window
(1929), an atypical, yet formally interesting comparison [Fig. 3.40]. Meanwhile, the last gallery
featured Surrealist-influenced work concerned with “intense self-exploration.”141 Key pieces
included Louise Bourgeois’ bronze hanging sculpture The Quartered One (1964–65), Louise
Nevelson’s Sky Cathedral (1958), Frida Kahlo’s Fulang-Chang and I (1937), and Marisol’s The
Family (1962) [Fig. 3.41, 3.42].
Despite her aversion to exhibitions that “ghettoize” women, Murray regarded the premise
of the show as “inevitable.”142 It was the first and only idea she had. During her years in art
school in the late 1950s and early 1960s, Murray had not been familiar with many women artists,
and as a result had had few women as role models. All her “heroes,” she regrets, were men.
“Modern Women,” therefore, functioned as a project of historical recuperation: “I want it to be
about the women I knew and the women I didn’t know.”143 Although Murray’s exhibition could
be, and was, interpreted as subjective—primarily because she, unlike a professional curator,
rationalized it in personal terms and included the work of her peers—it was also deeply political,
as in the well known rallying cry of second-wave feminists, ‘the personal is political.’144
Organized a decade after the Guerrilla Girls began distributing posters criticizing museums for
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their inadequate representation of art by women, the show was meant to foreground the
disregarded, yet profound, contributions of women to the history of modern art.145
A critical success, “Modern Women,” like the two preceding “Artist’s Choice”
exhibitions, was lauded precisely on account of its more subjective and subversive angle.146 Only
one reviewer, visual artist Tom Moody, admonished Murray for making “ahistorical groupings
based on murky criteria.”147 However, Moody was by far in the minority. While less than a
decade earlier, artist-curated exhibitions were repeatedly admonished for their breach with
tradition and lack of didacticism, now it was far more common for them to be exalted for their
idiosyncratic and unconventional methods. “Modern Women,” therefore, confirmed the reversal
in critical opinion toward the “Artist’s Choice” series and its exhibitions—a turnabout influenced
in part by the growth of postmodernism, feminism, and post-colonialism discourses in the 1980s,
which disclosed the exclusions and prejudices of art history and its gatekeepers. It would take
MoMA another fifteen years to acknowledge the contribution of women artists to the history of
modern art: not until 2010 did the museum publish “Modern Women,” an anthology on just this
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subject, which paid tribute to Murray’s seminal exhibition by adopting her show’s name as its
own.148
Ahistoricism: MoMA2000
“Artist’s Choice” has continued with increased zeal and ingenuity in the last two decades,
spreading to other departments at MoMA [Fig. 3.43–3.50]. “Modern Women,” however, was the
last exhibition Varnedoe oversaw in the series. In fact, the next “Artist’s Choice” exhibition,
“Here is Elsewhere,” organized by Beirut-born, London-based artist Mona Hatoum, opened in
November 2003, just months after Varnedoe passed away.149 But already by 2000, “Artist’s
Choice” had played an important role in reshaping the museum’s approach to the presentation of
its collection.
Perhaps the most emblematic example of MoMA’s shift in display is the trilogy of
museum-wide exhibitions it staged between 1999 and 2001 to celebrate its impending expansion
by Japanese architect Yoshio Taniguchi and the close of the twentieth century. Known
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collectively as “MoMA2000,” the three exhibitions comprised “Modern Starts” (Oct. 1999–
March 2000), “Making Choices” (March–Sept. 2000), and “Open Ends” (Sept. 2000–March
2001). Each was organized cross-departmentally and focused on a particular time period (1880–
1920, 1920–1960, 1960–2000, respectively).150 Drawn exclusively from the museum’s
permanent collection, the three were also subdivided into smaller thematic exhibitions. “Modern
Starts,” for instance, was organized into “People,” “Places,” and “Things” (inspired by the
traditional genre distinctions of Figure, Landscape, and Still Life), each of which comprised
numerous thematic displays [Fig. 3.51]. In nearly every case, works from different time periods
and of various media, culled from all of the museum’s usually segregated curatorial departments,
were intermixed in ways that were, and continue to be, uncharacteristic for the museum.
Furthermore, in numerous instances, the curators deviated from their designated time frames to
include relevant works of contemporary art [Fig. 3.52].151 “Modern Starts,” for example,
included one of the trilogy’s most controversial pairings: a formal juxtaposition of an iconic
modern painting with a contemporary photograph—namely, Cézanne’s Bather (1885) with
Rineke Dijkstra’s Odessa, Ukraine, August 4, 1993 (1993) [Fig. 3.53]. In his essay, “Making
modernstarts,” John Elderfield, then Chief Curator at large, reveals the museum’s anxiety about
the increasing divergence of modern and contemporary art, as well as its winnowed relationship
to the latter. He maintains that contemporary art was featured in “Modern Starts” in order “to
assert a connection” between the museum’s older and newer art: “since The Museum of Modern
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Art is a museum of contemporary as well as of classic modern art, we felt that a few
contemporary jolts might remind our viewers of that fact.”152
“MoMA2000” was not only meant to revise the museum’s narrative of modern art, it was
also intended to address the question of what it meant to be the Museum of Modern Art in the
twenty-first century. As Varnedoe states in his introduction to the catalog accompanying “Open
Ends,” the series was a re-examination of the history of modern art and of MoMA’s collection,
and sought to integrate works from all curatorial departments and across traditional historical
categories in ways that could provide “a testing-lab for fresh consideration of what the museum
has done in the past—and might do in the future—with its incomparable collection.”153
Varnedoe’s phrase “testing-lab” is worth highlighting, for it deliberately harks back to Barr’s
original vision of MoMA as a laboratory, as a space for ongoing experimentation. Storr, in
particular, clearly stated that in the making of “MoMA2000” he both took inspiration from Barr
and distanced himself from Rubin. For instance, while mapping the relationships between the
proposed exhibitions for “Modern Starts,” Storr drew from Barr’s famous 1936 diagrams, which
depict modern art as a complex web of different movements and styles, thereby eschewing
Rubin’s linear account of modern art [Fig. 3.54, 3.55].154
The museum’s renewed emphasis on Barr was not without purpose; it was directly linked
to a coeval shift in the museum’s priorities. Shortly before “MoMA2000,” the museum’s
curatorial staff and trustees had made a crucial decision about the museum’s future: they had
considered whether the modern period had been supplanted by a decidedly different period, and,
if so, whether they should stop collecting new work and concentrate on being the museum of
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twentieth-century art. Varnedoe, however, contended that no change of equal importance had
transpired in the visual arts since the 1880s (when the museum’s collection begins) and that
contemporary art was still inextricably linked to modern art. The museum, he therefore urged,
should continue to collect contemporary art unabated:
There is an argument to be made that the revolutions that originally produced modern art,
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, have not been concluded or
superseded—and thus that contemporary art today can be understood as the ongoing
extension and revision of those founding innovations and debates. The collection of The
Museum of Modern Art is, in a very real sense, that argument.155
Whereas Rubin had distanced the museum from more recent art, claiming that such work did not
fit comfortably inside the museum’s walls, Varnedoe maintained that there was no distinction
between modern and contemporary art, that the latter was simply a continuation of the former. It
was around this time—at the turn of the millennium—that Varnedoe began making the following
statement with some regularity: “The Museum of Modern Art was founded as, and has always
been, an institution committed to contemporary art.”156 Varnedoe, among other museum
representatives, substantiated this statement by adopting the language, and implementing the
philosophies of Barr, who, in the museum’s first few decades, had envisioned and conducted the
museum like a “laboratory” and had privileged innovative and experimental contemporary art.
Varnedoe’s arguments were instrumental in the museum’s decision to continue collecting newer
work, which led to the museum’s fourth major expansion and to “MoMA2000,” an exhibition
with a clear objective: to show that MoMA was not a mere treasure trove of classical modernist
art, but also a dynamic, thriving, and experimental museum devoted to contemporary art.
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“MoMA2000” shared numerous similarities with “Artist’s Choice,” both in terms of its
structure and in its objectives. To begin with, much like Varnedoe’s program, it digressed from
the museum's largely linear, style-by-style, and medium-by-medium presentation of its
collection. Rather than perpetuating its customary story of abstraction, the museum presented a
plurality of narratives, each one decidedly authored, subjective, and incomplete.157 According to
Elderfield, they wanted to offer something that was “questioning and partial, instead of
something that pretends to be definitive and comprehensive”—not one, but many narratives, he
stressed.158 The works, as a result, were not confined to their usual places; in lieu of one singular,
inflexible pathway, viewers were given many.159 Akin to “Artist’s Choice,” “MoMA2000” was
intended to provide new ways of engaging with the museum’s well-known collection, as well as
foreground rarely exhibited artworks. Indeed, Elderfield emphasizes that the trilogy’s numerous
“unexpected pathways” were implemented “not just for the sake of being different, but in order
to offer fresh ways of looking at, and thinking about, some very familiar works, as well as
introduce some unfamiliar ones.”160 Meanwhile, by juxtaposing more historical artworks with
more recent ones, “MoMA2000,” like “Artist’s Choice,” sought to show that contemporary
artists were still engaged with the concerns of modern art, and, perhaps most importantly, that
the modern period had not yet come to a close. This was not only implied in the title for the last
cycle, “Open Ends”—which, as Varnedoe maintains, was meant to underscore the institution’s
continuing engagement with contemporary art—but was also clearly stated by Storr in one of the
157
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show’s catalogues: “So long as the debate surrounding these issues has meaning for the culture
as a whole, then modernism endures. When they cease to matter to anyone making art and
become solely the concern of academics and scholars, then modernism will have reached its end.
We are not there yet.”161
That “MoMA2000” was indebted to “Artist’s Choice, as well as to the history of artistcurated exhibitions at large, is made clear by Storr, who likens “MoMA2000” to “Raid the
Icebox 1” (1969), Andy Warhol’s curatorial venture at the Rhode Island School of Design
Museum (discussed in Chapter 1). The two exhibitions, he maintains, put on display works that
had been infrequently exhibited, overlooked, or consigned to the museum’s storeroom:
this essay and the anthology of images constitute a brief for lost, forgotten, or perennially
unfashionable aesthetic causes. […] “Raiding the ice box,” Andy Warhol called such
retrieval when in 1970 he chose an exhibition out of the storage bins of the museum at the
Rhode Island School of Design in Providence.162
However, “MoMA2000” was not nearly as unorthodox as “Raid the Icebox 1,” or for that matter
any “Artist’s Choice” exhibition (with the exception of Kelly’s conventional narrative of
abstraction). Although it consisted of thematic, multimedia, ahistorical groupings of many
overlooked works arranged into unexpected juxtapositions, it did not challenge the modern
conventions of installation design: it neither mimicked a dilapidated storeroom à la Warhol, nor
presented its holdings through a salon-influenced hang like that of Close, nor created an entirely
new work of art as had Baldessari. Instead, the museum’s usual methods of presentation were
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upheld: for the most part, pieces were still displayed in a single row at eye level with generous
spacing and even, careful lighting. Furthermore, whereas by the mid-1990s most artist-curated
exhibitions had come to be lauded by reviewers, “MoMA2000” was met with a maelstrom of
negative criticism.
A variety of complaints were leveled at the exhibition, its curators, and the museum, but
the most common one took aim at the trilogy’s atypical framework and how it deviated from the
museum’s didactic, chronological approach. A few reviewers complained that the exhibition
teaches viewers little about the works, citing the dearth of wall labels and the nonsensical
juxtapositions as evidence.163 Critic Eleanor Heartney wondered whether the public would
understand the history of modern art if it was not arranged chronologically.164 Some blamed the
organizers, writing that curators have a duty to present works in a logical and instructive manner:
the museum’s “everything-and-the-kitchen-sink” approach “is the opposite of rigorous;” it
“relieves curators of their obligation to make hard critical decisions.”165 New York Times critic
Roberta Smith maintained that the trilogy was full of “discord,” Heartney wrote that it was
“nebulous,” while Kramer described it as a form of “intellectual violence.”166 “In these theme
shows,” he added, history and aesthetics “are furloughed in favor of curatorial gamesmanship,
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and the rules of this new curatorial game seem to be compounded of facile rhetoric in the service
of incongruous juxtaposition.”167
Critics were not alone in their condemnation of “MoMA2000.” Artists, too, voiced their
disapproval. Frank Stella, whose artistic career had been bolstered by two retrospectives at
MoMA (one in 1970, the other in 1987), was perhaps the most outspoken. In a talk he delivered
at The Frick Collection called “Dead Endings,” Stella bluntly declared that “MoMA2000” was
“bad, perhaps disgraceful, and disagreeable in more ways than [he] imagined possible."168 He
urged the museum to “give up its fantasy of being an artist,” and described the museum’s
newfangled multidisciplinary approach to the display of its collection as “philistine,” and full of
“mindless play and thoughtless speculation.”169 What these negative, sometimes reactionary
reviews demonstrate (and occasionally unambiguously state) is twofold: first, whereas most
critics praised and encouraged artist-led re-imaginings of, and interventions into, exhibition
display, they denounced similar curator-initiated experiments, thus revealing a significant
discrepancy between the perceived prerogatives of artists and curators; second, although many
critics had censured MoMA for its definitive, genealogical narrative of modern art, when the
museum finally presented its public with a plurality of accounts less rigid and more subjective,
these same critics, and still others, complained about the museum’s deviation from tradition.170
If “MoMA2000” was intended as a trial run for the museum’s wholesale reorganization
of its permanent collection display in 2004, then it is clear that the museum heeded the cries of
the show’s detractors and responded by backpedaling from its short-lived flirtation with
167
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alternative methods of display. When MoMA reopened in 2004, it did so with a presentation of
its collection that restored the museum’s familiar story of modernism. The museum’s return to
tradition had many critics rejoicing: “the Modern, after experimenting with alternative, thematic
ways to present its classic modernist paintings and sculptures in a series of awful shows four
years ago, has largely gone back to its roots, and what results is a gift,” wrote Kimmelman.171
Indeed, Elderfield, who headed the reinstallation, distanced himself from the much-maligned
ahistorical approach implemented in “MoMA2000,” maintaining that “if anything was
drastically out of sequence, it seemed wrong.”172 MoMA’s account of modern innovation once
again chronicled the development of abstract art, commencing with Cézanne and the PostImpressionists, followed by their heirs—Picasso and the Cubists—and later by Pollock and the
New York school of painters, thus reinforcing a U.S. narrative.
Nonetheless, the museum did not completely revert to its pre-“MoMA2000” ways.
Taniguchi’s redesign of the museum purposely comprised galleries with multiple entrances and
exits, therefore allowing the museum’s curators to construct narratives that feature disruptions
and contradictions along the way. In a detailed text on the history of the museum’s collection
that was produced to dovetail with the 2004 reinstallation, Elderfield contends that the museum
has a “responsibility” to provide a “synoptic historical overview” of modern art because of its
unique collection of painting and sculpture; but it also has an equal duty to continuously dispute
that very narrative, which, in recent decades, he acknowledges, had become “unduly hermetic,
prescriptive, and progressive.”173 To sidestep the museum’s usual A-B-C sequence of twentieth-
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century painting and sculpture, each gallery was conceived individually, and, in certain places,
featured work in all mediums, thus rendering the relationship of adjacent galleries
“juxtapositional rather than continuous.” Elderfield explains:
This model was developed with the aim of extending Barr’s idea of the Museum as a
laboratory for the understanding of art by affording, for the visitor, multiple pathways
through the exhibited collection and, therefore, the experience of multiple narratives of
modern art, some of which would be complicated by the introduction of works in mediums
other than painting and sculpture.174
Perhaps the most revealing element of the reinstallation, however, was the special attention it
bestowed on contemporary art, which was now the subject of the first (and double-height) suite
of galleries visitors encountered upon entering the museum. According to MoMA’s director
Glenn Lowry, by placing the contemporary galleries on the second floor, Taniguchi not only
solved an engineering problem, he also found a way to make the museum’s commitment to
contemporary art physically evident, by embedding the direction of the institution in the
architecture of the building itself.175
MoMA’s 2004 reinstallation of its permanent collection was, in fact, more than just a
continuation of the ideological shift it had tentatively introduced with “Artist’s Choice” and then
trumpeted in “MoMA2000.” It was also a manifestation of the museum’s agenda for the twentyfirst century. In The New Museum of Modern Art, a booklet published in 2004 to coincide with
the museum’s reopening and seventy-fifth anniversary, Lowry outlines MoMA’s new direction
and goals for the future, stressing the museum’s need to promote experimentation, to foster
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interdepartmental initiatives, to present its permanent collection in a “more nuanced, less linear”
manner, and to bolster its dedication to contemporary art.176 These amendments, in addition to
others, Lowry explains, are necessary for the museum to remain “modern,” by which he means
“contemporary”:
In order to stay ‘modern,’ the Museum had to avoid becoming merely a treasure house or
vault for its collection; it had to assert its commitment to contemporary art; and finally it
had to diversify and enrich the experience of looking at modern art to keep that experience
engaging and pleasurable.177
Around the same time Lowry made these statements in the early 2000s, MoMA made several
changes to its program to strengthen its relationship to contemporary art: it merged with P.S.1,
the contemporary art space founded by Alana Heiss in 1977; it created the “Contemporary
Working Group,” which brings together curators from all of the museum’s departments to
discuss issues pertaining to contemporary art; it established the “Fund for the Twenty-First
Century,” a special fund for the acquisition of work by younger or emerging artists; and it
revitalized programs that “facilitate the Museum’s role as a laboratory of experimentation,”
including “Artist’s Choice” and the “Projects” series.178 Lowry, however, reminds readers that
the “new” MoMA has not strayed from its mission. In fact, it is through these very initiatives that
he sees the museum returning, or rather staying true, to its origins.179
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Conclusion: The Making of the Contemporary
“Artist’s Choice” was the first in a series of developments spearheaded by Varnedoe, and
later enhanced by Lowry, to renew the museum’s commitment to contemporary art and return to
its erstwhile “laboratory” spirit. Curators, Varnedoe recognized, were confined by their
responsibility to present an objective and didactic presentation of the history of modern art,
whereas artists were free to disregard the restrictions of professional museology and likely to
present the museum’s collection in a more idiosyncratic and experimental manner. As
anticipated, the “Artist’s Choice” series provided the museum with alternatives to its doctrinaire
method of display; however, critics were not immediately enthused by its unconventional
presentations, even if they originated with an artist. For example, although the series’ inaugural
exhibition, “Burton on Brancusi,” combined an unorthodox method of display with the research
and pedagogy common to museum exhibitions, critics were not able to see past its idiosyncratic
framework and denounced Burton’s so-called “liberties” as “dangerous.”180 Instead, they
preferred Kelly’s more traditional, familiar, and instructive account of the development of
abstraction. They soon, however, changed their tune, praising the exhibitions of Close,
Baldessari, and Murray expressly for their subversive tactics and because they privileged
subjects and groups formerly neglected by the museum. Nevertheless, as the case of
“MoMA2000” demonstrates, the kind of experimental, ahistorical curating characteristic of
“Artist’s Choice” was acceptable only if it originated with an artist, who, as a creative figure,
was held to different standards.
impulses and imperatives, and renovate them.” In other words, it only exhibits what he describes as “Remodernist”
art, a tendency exemplified by the work of Richard Serra, Jeff Wall and Gerhard Richter. Smith, What is
Contemporary Art?, 24, 7. Although Lowry’s assertion is certainly emblematic of the museum’s unwillingness to
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When the museum reopened in 2004, it largely returned to its chronological approach, in
part because of the poor reception of “MoMA2000,” but also because the museum’s curators felt
that it was their duty to provide viewers with a historical overview of modern art. “Artist’s
Choice,” however, had already left an indelible mark on MoMA. It had influenced the museum
to encourage interdepartmental collaboration and to present its collection in more nuanced
ways.181 By making contemporary art a priority, it had likewise helped to bridge the growing
divide between the museum’s bifurcated agenda—that is, its dual commitment to modern and
contemporary art.182 “Artist’s Choice,” however, not only brought the two periods face to face, it
also helped to shape the contemporary itself as a distinct period.
Despite MoMA’s insistence that contemporary art is a continuation of modern art, in the
last two decades, scholars have consistently tried to isolate, analyze and define “the
contemporary.” When, they have asked, did it begin? And what distinguishes it from the modern
period? Most art historians and theorists ascribe the transition from the modern to the
contemporary period to the technological, geopolitical, and socioeconomic changes of 1989,
which saw the invention of the World Wide Web, the rise of digital culture, the tumultuous
Tiananmen Square protests, the collapse of the Soviet Bloc, and the consolidation of economic
globalization. As Terry Smith writes in his introduction to What is Contemporary Art?, “in the
years around 1989, shifts from modern to contemporary art occurred in every cultural milieu
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throughout the world, and did so distinctively in each.”183 The exact periodization of the
contemporary, however, is not as important as the fact that it no longer merely connotes
recentness; nor does it represent an overarching, or monolithic model. Rather, it involves a
different sense of time, one that is characterized by a multiplicity of temporalities, locations, and
perspectives, and, as such, undoes the grand narrative, divisions, and exclusions of
modernism.184
One of the most compelling theories about the contemporary stems from art critic and
philosopher Arthur C. Danto. Like many of his peers, Danto contends that the “contemporary”—
as it relates to art—is not merely a temporal term, signifying the present moment; instead, it is a
historical sensibility that emerged sometime between the mid 1970s and the late 1980s. One of
its most distinguishing features, he argues, is that it no longer belongs to the “master narrative of
art.”185 In keeping with art historian Hans Belting, who writes that contemporary art “manifests
an awareness of a history of art but no longer carries it forward,” Danto maintains that
contemporary art does not position itself within the “reassuring” grand narrative of art, in which
each period, movement, or development seemed to follow logically the one that came before it.
And because contemporary art lacks “narrative direction,” Danto reasons that it can also be
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called “post-historical art.”186 Unlike modern art, which sought to differentiate itself from
preceding artistic periods, contemporary art uses the art of the past as it pleases; it has no
unifying style and is “less a style of making art than a style of using styles.”187 The paradigm of
the contemporary, Danto therefore asserts, is that of the collage.188 He explains,
Artists today treat museums as filled not with dead art, but with living artistic options. The
museum is a field available for constant rearrangement, and indeed there is an art form
emerging which uses the museum as a repository of materials for a collage of objects
arranged to suggest or support a thesis.189
Danto contends that the museum is the “cause, effect and embodiment” of the practices that
represent the post-historical moment, and that artist-curated exhibitions are emblematic of
contemporary art.190 Although the examples he names are Joseph Kosuth’s “The Play of the
Unmentionable” (1990) and Fred Wilson’s “Mining the Museum” (1992) (both of which are
examined in the following chapter), this transformation is also evident in several of the “Artist’s
Choice” exhibitions, beginning with Close’s contemporaneous “Head-On” from 1991—which
asked its viewers to consider its contents not only individually, but also as a whole—and most
explicitly in Baldessari’s exhibition-as-collage “e.g., Grass, Water Heater, Mouths, & etc. (for
John Graham)” from 1994. From this, we can surmise the following: whereas MoMA has, over
the last few decades, tried to convince its audiences that it is still contemporary by persistently
arguing that modern art is not yet a closed canon, and that contemporary art therefore is a subset
or continuation of modern art, MoMA was in fact already in 1989 actively participating in the
making of the contemporary through its establishment and practice of “Artist’s Choice.”
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Chapter 4: The “Interventionist” Exhibition
“We’re living in dangerous times. […] Art—our greatest resource for societal assessment
and collective expression—is under severe attack.”1 Repeatedly articulated by liberal and leftist
journalists in the late 1980s and early ’90s, this concern was provoked by the religious right’s
attack on the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA), an independent agency of the federal
government charted in 1965 to support and fund the arts.2 The attack, which was spearheaded by
Reverend Donald Wildmon, Senators Jesse Helms, and Alfonse D’Amato, sought to restrict the
funding of “obscene” artwork, famously targeting Andres Serrano’s Piss Christ (1987)—a
photograph of a small wood and plastic crucifix submerged in a glass of the artist’s urine—and
photographs from Robert Mapplethorpe’s X Portfolio depicting homosexual erotic acts and
sadomasochistic practices [Fig. 4.1, 4.2].3 Their assault on the arts, however, was not merely
concerned with the controversial content of the art, but, more importantly, with the liberal
agenda it represented and advanced—an agenda that challenged religious beliefs, the traditional
family unit, and existing structures of power, promoting in their stead multiculturalism,
feminism, gay and lesbian rights, and sexual liberation.4
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Set at the tail end of the 1980s, this clash was the culmination of a decade’s worth of neoconservative policies that had impaired the middle, working, and lower classes, as well as
curtailed the civil rights of minority groups. In his two-term presidency, Ronald Reagan (1981–
89) introduced the largest tax cuts in American history, raised the debt ceiling, deregulated the
financial industry, increased the defense budget, and reduced spending on welfare. The result
was the greatest widening of the wealth gap in the nation’s history.5 Even conservative pundits
acknowledged that the acceleration of economic inequality during Reagan’s administration was
not an unintended consequence, but rather a policy objective driven by ideological conviction.6
This decade also saw a 500,000-person march on Washington for women’s reproductive rights,
as well as the demise of the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA)—a proposed amendment to the
U.S. Constitution, stating that civil rights cannot be denied on the basis of one’s sex, to which
Reagan was opposed.7 In 1988, Reagan likewise opposed the Civil Rights Restoration Act, even
though the bill had received great bipartisan support and passed by wide margins in the Senate
and House of Representatives (75–14 and 315–28, respectively).8 Perhaps his most criticized
offense, however, was his response—or lack thereof—to the AIDS crisis. Reagan did not
publicly address the growing epidemic until 1986—six years after the virus was first identified—
and even at this late stage his words did not match his actions: although he asked Surgeon
General C. Everett Koop to prepare a “major report” on AIDS and stated that the administration
5
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was committed to finding a cure, he also made a $10 million cut in the Public Health Service’s
AIDS budget.9
Against this polemical backdrop emerged numerous artist-curated exhibitions with a
critical stance: Group Material’s “Democracy” (1988–89) and Martha Rosler’s “If You Lived
Here…” (1989), both at the Dia Center for Contemporary Art, Joseph Kosuth’s “The Play of the
Unmentionable” (1990) at the Brooklyn Museum, and Fred Wilson’s “Mining the Museum”
(1992) at the Maryland Historical Society. Cropping up on the East coast of the United States in
the late 1980s and early ’90s, these exhibitions addressed contemporary political issues: the
AIDS epidemic, the acceleration of homelessness, the NEA’s mandated censorship of art, and
the country’s repressed history of colonization and slavery, respectively. In contrast to my
previous case studies, not one of these exhibitions was the result of an artist-as-curator museum
program. Despite the fact that both Kosuth’s and Wilson’s exhibitions were drawn from the
permanent collections of their host institutions, there is no evidence that either was influenced
by, or even knew of, MoMA’s “Artist’s Choice.”10 Though contemporaneous, MoMA’s series
was still newly developed, and may have gone unnoticed by Kosuth and Wilson. Furthermore,
unlike the “Artist’s Choice” exhibitions of Scott Burton, Ellsworth Kelly, and Chuck Close,
which were instigated by MoMA’s desire to refresh the display and understanding of its
permanent collection, those of Kosuth and Wilson—as well as Group Material and Rosler—were
9
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foremost motivated by larger socio-political injustices. Consisting of a combination of visual and
textual material, they sought to elucidate a subject of concern, and were thus more explicitly
didactic in their content and form than other artist-curated exhibitions. Although they shared a
language of subversiveness with some of their “Artist’s Choice” counterparts, repudiating
modern conventions of display, they approached audience engagement differently. Prizing
collectivity, they often collaborated with local communities and asked of their visitors to play a
more active role. Consequently, they diverted their meaning away from the (typically) singular
author and onto their reception, i.e., the experience of their particular, oftentimes more ethnically
and socio-economically diverse audience.
Although some curators and scholars have recently acknowledged the prevalence of such
issue-driven exhibitions during these years, their discussions have often been vague, anecdotal,
and list-like. One of the more considered examinations is found in Terry Smith’s 2012 essayistic
book on contemporary curatorial trends Thinking Contemporary Curating. There Smith
identifies “Mining the Museum” as a turning point that shifted the course of artist-curated
exhibitions away from what he calls the “Artist’s Vision” model, in which the contents of an
exhibition are determined by the artist’s idiosyncratic eye (i.e., “The Artist’s Eye” and “Artist’s
Choice” exhibitions), to that of the “critical intervention,” which exposes the museum’s
exclusions and exploitation.11
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It is my contention that the latter paradigm, which henceforth will be described as
“interventionist exhibitions,” develops earlier.12 Its origins lie not with Wilson’s 1992 “Mining
the Museum,” but rather with artist-curated exhibitions from the late 1980s, such as the
aforementioned “Democracy,” organized by Group Material in 1988, or with Wilson’s own
“Rooms with a View” at the Bronx Council of the Arts in 1987. Although this temporal
adjustment might seem like a minor quibble, it is meaningful because it situates the emergence of
this paradigm in the 1980s, when artists began, in greater numbers, to collaborate with
institutions in the service of larger issues and against their common enemy, the Reagan
administration. Unlike Smith’s overview—which does not recognize that the critique of such
exhibitions was not primarily or exclusively aimed at museums of art—this chapter will examine
these exhibitions in tandem with the particular socio-political contexts from which they emerged.
Second, this shift shows that the “Artist’s Vision” model was not, as Smith argues, superseded
by “interventionist” exhibitions, but rather that, for a period, the two models co-existed.13
However, perhaps the greatest contrast between our texts is our respective approaches to the
history of institutional critique and its impact on, or relevance to, interventionist exhibitions.
Smith presents a schematic interpretation of the history and practice of institutional critique,
indiscriminately placing his examples under this general heading. I examine each of my case
studies in greater detail, and consider them in light of the different institutions in which they
were held as well as the changing theoretical discourse on institutional critique—that is, I
understand institutional critique to be a contested category, not a straightforward given. My goal
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is to elucidate not only each exhibition’s distinct objectives, but also how they differently
conform to, and diverge from, their institutional critique predecessors.

Democracy & Homelessness: Group Material and Martha Rosler at Dia
The two exhibitions organized respectively by the collective Group Material (1979–1996)
and U.S. artist Martha Rosler at the Dia Art Foundation in the late 1980s tackled contemporary
social and political issues, presenting layered, multifocal perspectives on their subjects through a
four-pronged approach: they held round-table discussions; presented numerous thematic
exhibitions; staged public discussions and assemblies; published an accompanying book
containing transcripts of their discussions and events, as well as related texts.14 Doggedly
inclusive in their methods, they made sure to contextualize the work they presented, which
consisted not only of artworks in a range of media, from painting to sculpture to video, but also
mass consumer objects, such as groceries and home furniture, and a host of governmental and
grassroots propaganda: advertisements, flyers, pamphlets, statistical graphs and charts, in
addition to other agitprop material.
The inspiration for these projects was born in June 1987 when Dia convened a panel of
noted arts professionals, including artist Yvonne Rainer, gallery director Richard Bellamy, and
curators Harald Szeemann, Kasper König, and Kathy Halbreich. Dia had recently undergone a
major overhaul to overcome its financial difficulties: it had sold several of its buildings, replaced
its director, and reorganized its board of trustees. Now back from the brink, Dia was about to
open a new space, and thus brought together these diverse figures to brainstorm its future
14
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exhibition program.15 Partly due to Rainer’s suggestion, it was decided that Dia’s next year of
exhibitions would take a more unorthodox approach, foregrounding artists who worked in
critical modes. Again at Rainer’s suggestion, it was determined that the participating artists
would be Group Material and Rosler.16
Both invitees, however, were surprised by, and skeptical of, the invitation. After all,
Dia—which had been established in 1974 by art patron Philippa de Menil, her husband, Heiner
Friedrich, and art historian Helen Winkler—was renowned as “an haute modernist private
foundation.”17 It provided “individual (white) (male) modernist artists” with ample space and
generous stipends to realize their large-scale, abstract, formalist works (e.g., Walter De Maria’s
The Broken Kilometer, 1979)—in other words, works that are decidedly detached from the social
and political realities with which Group Material and Rosler were concerned.18 Group Material,
in fact, thought of Dia as their antithesis: “To us the Dia Art Foundation signified ‘exclusive,’
‘white,’ ‘esoteric,’ and ‘male,’ whereas we had always attempted to redefine culture around an
opposing set of terms: ‘inclusive,’ ‘multicultural,’ ‘nonsexist,’ and ‘socially relevant.’”19 Rosler
recalls people asking her: “Why are you holding this project in Soho?”20 Both groups, however,
felt that they could use Dia’s reputation and location—i.e., Soho, the first municipally mandated
art district and a site of hyper gentrification—to not only challenge Dia’s model of art production
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and distribution, but also to tackle numerous social issues in a geographic area pertinent to those
issues.
For their contribution, Group Material immediately adopted “democracy” as their theme,
for it was already at the heart of their modus operandi, recalls Doug Ashford, one of the group’s
three members at the time.21 Their first inclination was to approach “democracy” by “do[ing]
away with the idea of singular curatorial selection.”22 Namely, they wanted to encourage the
audience to move objects in and out of the gallery in response to the “political reality of the day,
week, or month,” thus creating “an exhibition that would change with the people who came to
see it.”23 In this way, they would not only relinquish their singular authorship (which was, in
fact, already shared amongst the members of the group), but they would also engage the
audience, empowering them to dictate the design and contents of the show. It soon became clear,
however, that such an arrangement would prove difficult, especially with works as cumbersome
and fragile as a Joseph Beuys blackboard. Therefore, the group decided to treat the theme of
“democracy” in “essay form”—that is, through content, rather than method—by investigating
what they perceived to be the four basic failures of US democracy: education, electoral politics,
cultural participation, and the AIDS crisis.24 Each topic was first examined in a series of round-
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table discussions attended by artists and the general public, and then presented as an exhibition
[Fig. 4.3].25
Hung in close succession between September 1988 and January 1989, the four
exhibitions had distinct visual identities corresponding to their respective themes. “Education
and Democracy,” which targeted Secretary of Education William Bennett’s retrograde reforms to
the education system, was appropriately designed to evoke a classroom setting [Fig. 4.4].26
Scores of school chairs were dynamically arranged in diagonal rows to face a corner of the room,
and works of various media were hung floor-to-ceiling on black-painted walls (meant to recall
blackboards), with the title of the show written directly on the wall in chalk [Fig. 4.5]. “Politics
and Election” focused on the theatricality and rhetorical excess of the 1988 presidential election
(the election that—thanks to Republican media consultant Roger Ailes—gave birth to the
negative campaign ad). Visitors were confronted by a television tuned into network broadcasting
on a large white pedestal—painted with bands of red and blue—resembling a speaker’s podium
[Fig. 4.6]. An enormous forty-foot American flag dominated the gallery, which included a lazyboy chair positioned in front of a television monitor showing a video by artists Antoni Muntadas
and Marshall Reese of presidential campaign commercials from the 1960s onwards. The third
exhibition, “Cultural Participation,” proposed that the suppression of political dissent in the
United States was, in part, the result of the rise of consumerism and its misleading promises of
fulfillment. Featuring several large redwood picnic tables piled high with mass-circulation
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magazines and fast-food menus, the installation alluded to the anesthetization of the public
through leisure and the entertainment industry. “AIDS and Democracy: A Case Study,” the
fourth and last exhibition, sought to counter the media’s misrepresentation of AIDS and the
government’s failure to provide the public with adequate information about the virus by
presenting a considerable amount of educational and agitational printed matter organized in
approximately forty stacks on a long folding table, flanked at either end by screens playing
activist videos [Fig. 4.7, 4.8].
Despite their different subjects, contents, and formats, the four installations shared
numerous similarities. All included variations of the American flag, a moving image on a
television set, and some kind of seating. All contained an admixture of fine art, mass cultural
objects, historical artifacts, documentary and factual material, and “homemade projects,” such as
student-teacher collaborations.27 “Education and Democracy,” for example, included Question
Marks by Meryl Meisler and “the drop-ins” at Brooklyn Intermediate School 291, which
consisted of a pair of six-foot question marks covered in snapshots and handwritten comments
documenting the physical deterioration of their school. This piece was exhibited alongside works
by visual artists, such as Faith Ringgold’s quilted wall hangings My Best Friend, John Ahearn’s
portrait relief casts of Bronx residents, and works by Lorna Simpson and Andy Warhol [Fig.
4.9]. Similarly, “Cultural Participation” presented works by well-known contemporary artists,
such as Barbara Kruger, who contributed an “I shop therefore I am” T-shirt, and Richard Prince,
who showed one of his characteristic photographs of Marlboro men. In the same space there was
also a continuous screening of George Romero’s 1978 film Dawn of the Dead (a dark, satirical
take on the deleterious effects of suburban shopping malls) and a display of popular snack-food
bags hung in a row to show how their names and designs target consumers according to
27
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ethnicity, class, and age [Fig. 4.10].28 The group’s seemingly hodgepodge aesthetic was in fact
underpinned by a strong rationale: to present each subject “as a complex and open-ended
issue.”29
Although the group had abandoned the idea of having visitors move objects in and out of
the gallery, they held fast to their aspiration to include various constituencies in the making of
the shows.30 From the early planning stages of “Democracy,” the group had reached out to
“communities of concern” to serve as collaborators on the project, including not only teachers
and students, but also AIDS activists, most notably ACT UP, among many others. The theme of
inclusivity was also built into the fabric of the exhibitions, from the ramp that the artists installed
to ensure the smooth entry of all visitors, to the works they put on display. For example, the 1954
Dr. Seuss book Horton Hears a Who! was displayed in its entirety in “Education and
Democracy” because it culminates in a town meeting during which the troubled citizens of
Whoville band together to save their community from destruction.
In the accompanying publication, Group Material explains that the exhibitions were
intended to be “forums” in which multiple points of view were represented in a variety of styles
and methods. Drawing on feminist writer bell hooks, they assert, “‘we must focus on a policy of
inclusion so as not to mirror oppressive structures.’” As a result, they added, “each exhibition is
a veritable model of democracy.”31 According to curator Brian Wallis, the group’s collective
approach was also meant to counter Reagan’s promotion of “private enterprise and the cult of the
individual” (manifest in his opposition to labor unions and collectives of all kinds), which, they
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argued, had landed democracy in a “state of crisis.”32 The fact that collaboration was integral to
their project, however, is not surprising. It had been part and parcel of the group’s practice since
their formation in 1979. “From the beginning,” stresses Ashford, “we organized a larger identity
of authorship through invitation and associations.”33 Examples abound throughout their
seventeen-year history, and include The People’s Choice (Arroz con Mango) (1981), a
collectively authored exhibition for which the group went door-to-door asking residents of the
East Village to loan their favorite artwork from their own walls and shelves—oftentimes an item
of personal significance, such as a wedding photograph—for display in the group’s nearby
storefront gallery [Fig. 4.11].34
Inclusivity and participation were also essential to the “town meetings” Group Material
organized in conjunction with each exhibition. These meetings were 90-minute events structured
around a set of predetermined questions, such as, “Who has the greatest access to organized
forms of education? Who is denied access to these same institutions? How is democracy served
by current educational policies?” [Fig. 4.12]. The meetings were widely advertised and open to
the public at large, and their content was generated by whoever was in attendance. By adopting
such a loose, non-hierarchical framework, the group aimed to eliminate the customary division
between speakers and the public, between the so-called experts and novices: “The original idea
for our ‘town meetings,’ was to undo the notion of expertise, to replace the singularity of the
proscenium with the multiplicity of the audience, to focus on inclusion,” wrote Ashford.35 Their
objective, however, was not merely inclusion for inclusion’s sake; they hoped that fostering the
32
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public’s participation could help stem the tide of political disinterest that had become pervasive
in the country (e.g., in 1988, Reagan’s successor, George H. W. Bush, won an election in which
only 22.7 percent of the population had voted).36
Despite the group’s best intentions, the meetings were the focus of much objection. Some
complained that they were unfocused and “rambling,” but the most common criticism—as
Ashford laments—was that they were only an “emulation of participation—a mere mediagenic
image of inclusiveness.”37 Although the audiences encompassed a wide range of people,
including artists, professionals, social activists, and community groups, many contended that
they were not racially diverse, and as a result were not representative of the communities most
affected by the issues under discussion. Alternative Museum director Geno Rodriguez, for
example, asked: “How can we talk about education when the room does not reflect the total
spectrum of Americans? […] I don’t see any blacks, or Hispanics, or Asians here—and those
that are seem to be artists.”38 Rodriguez called the meetings a “liberal farce,” arguing that such
ritualized events did little to remedy deep-rooted social problems. Art historian David Trend
raised similar questions about the education meeting: “How much of this complex issue could be
addressed in a single night of discussion? How sincere was this Soho crowd in its newly found
concern for schooling? After all,” he continued, “the 200 artists, teachers, and critics who
assembled at the Dia Foundation did not represent a typical local community.”39 Although
Rainer too expressed frustration with the “prevailing whiteness” of the meetings, she
nevertheless praised their ability to accommodate “disagreement, anger, crankiness, borderline
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psychosis, useful information, theoretical discourse, and productive networking.”40 Beyond the
homogeneity of the crowd, numerous individuals also complained about the “inappropriateness
of the ‘art context.’” This line of attack was so often articulated, says art historian David
Deitcher, that it became a “town crier’s refrain.”41 By contrast, the exhibitions were well
received, even though they were only reviewed by a couple of critics. Roberta Smith, for
instance, praised “Education and Democracy” for “cut[ting] through various art world divisions
and cliques, and giv[ing] many of its inclusions fresh and unexpected meanings.”42
If Group Material cast their net wide, examining four areas negatively impacted by
Reagan’s administration, then Rosler’s project, “If You Lived Here…,” was more focused,
investigating from numerous angles one underreported effect of Reagan’s economic policies: the
rapid growth of homelessness. When Reagan came into office in 1981, he promised to reduce
federal spending, but, in actuality, he expanded the budget of the military by more than 100
billion between 1981 and 1987—an increase he tried to counterbalance by slashing the funds of
domestic programs aiding the poor.43 Perhaps the most dramatic cut was to the budget of lowincome public housing, reduced from $37 billion in 1981 to $7 billion in 1988.44 Meanwhile,
40

Yvonne Rainer, “Preface: The Work of Art in the (Imagined) Age of Unalienated Exhibition,” in Democracy: A
Project by Group Material, xviii.
41
Deitcher, “Social Aesthetics,” 41.
42
Roberta Smith, “Working the Gap Between Art and Politics,” New York Times, September 25, 1988, accessed
January 10, 2016, http://www.nytimes.com/1988/09/25/arts/gallery-view-working-the-gap-between-art-andpolitics.html. Smith commended the show for both calling attention to crucial societal problems, and for providing a
possible model for their solution. “To spend time in this show,” she declared, “is to witness collaboration in action, a
visual experience that has broad societal implications.” Though less enthusiastic than Smith, Trend stated that the
events were “a refreshing gesture” for a foundation known for its “self-contained formalism,” and that the positive
aspects of Education and Democracy outweighed the negative. Trend, “Back to School: Democracy: Education,”
18. Eleanor Heartney stated that the series represented “a rare effort to come to grips with the complexity of
American life today,” but her colleague at Art in America, William Olander, felt that the group’s move into “the
comforting arms of the well-endowed art institution” had diminished the radicality of their work: “the aggressive
tension between mass culture and fine art, and between public and private space, that once animated their work has
been toned down.” Eleanor Heartney, “Group Material at Dia (Wooster Street),” Art in America 77 (January 1989),
145; William Olander, “Material World,” Art in America 77 (January 1989), 167.
43
Dreier, “Reagan’s Real Legacy.”
44
Rosler, “Fragments of a Metropolitan Viewpoint,” 30. Other sources report slightly different numbers. See, for
instance, Lynn Hecht Schafran, “Homelessness Swelled in the Reagan 80’s,” New York Times, September 8, 1988,

187

both the size of the homeless population and the number of people living below the poverty line
grew an unprecedented degree: By 1988, two to three million people—mostly Vietnam veterans,
laid-off workers, and women and children fleeing domestic abuse—were estimated to be
homeless (in contrast to 100,000 in 1980), and nearly 11 million more had joined the ranks of the
poor during the Reagan years.45 In a farewell interview with ABC News in December 1988,
Reagan dismissed the claim that his administration bore any responsibility for the rise of
homelessness, stating—as he had on previous occasions—that a “large proportion” of the
homeless population is “mentally impaired,” and that homelessness is a choice: not only do
unemployed people choose to remain jobless, but people without homes also choose to live on
the street. “They make it their choice for staying out there,” he stated. “There are shelters in
virtually every city, and shelters here, and those people still prefer out there on the grates or the
lawn to going into one of those shelters.”46 “If You Lived Here…” would expose Reagan’s
statements about the homeless as gross untruths.
Taking its name from a real estate advertisement designed to persuade middle-class
commuters to move back to the city (i.e., “If you lived here, you’d be home now”), Rosler’s
project was divided into three installments: “Home Front,” which addressed contested urban
housing, connecting embattled tenants with various advocacy groups; “Homeless: The Street and
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Other Venues,” which focused entirely on the causes and conditions of homelessness, providing
homeless people with contacts to soup kitchens, shelters, as well as counseling and employment
services; “City: Visions and Revisions,” which proposed possible solutions to housing problems,
including new designs for urban infill housing, housing for people with AIDS, and visionary
reimaginings of city living [Fig. 4.13–4.16].47 Like Group Material, Rosler aimed not only to
describe the problem and the conditions that had engendered it, but also to proffer different
recommendations for its resolution; that is, she hoped to also effect social change.48
Rosler deemed it essential to execute a thorough transformation of the Dia gallery. This
began on the exterior, where ACT UP plastered Dia’s typically unobtrusive gray walls with
posters about AIDS and homelessness, and Rosler wrote in large red letters on its frosted door:
“Come on In—We’re Home” [Fig. 4.17].49 Even the sidewalk was commandeered (during the
second installation) by housing activist and artist Stuart Nicholson, who painted it with a text
comparing homeless shelters to refugee camps. In the interior of the gallery, Rosler moved away
from the gallery’s sparse, uncluttered look, by filling it to the brim with photographs and films
by well-established artists, drawings by homeless people, and real estate advertisements for
luxury condos, all of which were interspersed with worn couches, chairs, and rugs. In one
installation, the furniture included a set of beds; in another, a tenement kitchen [Fig. 4.18, 4.19].
Each exhibition was outfitted with a reading room—featuring catalogues, graphs, charts,
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historical studies, project proposals, organizational brochures, and flyers for demonstrations—as
well as a slogan tailored to the show’s theme. For example, prominently painted on the gallery’s
walls in “Home Front” was an antagonistic statement by New York Mayor Ed Koch (1978–
1989): “IF YOU CAN’T AFFORD TO LIVE HERE, MO-O-VE!” In “Homeless” the quotation
was taken from urban planner Peter Marcuse: “Homelessness exists not because the system is not
working but because this is the way it works.”50 Billboards and other oversized works usually
found in the street were also displayed inside the gallery in order “to blur ‘inside’ and ‘outside,’”
and to rid the gallery of its reputation as “a world apart,” as merely “a zone of aestheticism.”51
By introducing into the gallery objects otherwise foreign to it, Rosler broke with Dia’s usual
social and spatial identity.
More often than not, Rosler opted to display cultural productions by activists, rather than
socially-engaged artworks by artists—that is, aesthetic considerations were less important than
message. “As a result,” says filmmaker and media critic Ernest Larsen, “a good percentage of the
art enlivening Dia’s white walls did not look at home there, in fact some of it had never found a
home at any gallery before.”52 The majority of the work took the form of documentary
photography, video and film, and included rallying videos for embattled tenants, such as How to
Pull a Rent Strike and Don’t Move, Fight Back (by Tami Gold and Steve Krinsky, and the
Strycker’s Bay tenants respectively), as well as taped interviews with homeless people, such as
Julia Keydel’s St. Francis Residence. Other pieces questioned the documentary approach itself.
For instance, a pair of texts placed side by side made the case for and against photographing the
homeless. The first, by Rosler, criticized “victim photography” for unwittingly preserving the
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viewer’s feeling of preeminence and reproducing the situation of “us looking at them;” the
second, by Mel Rosenthal, argued that images of real people can help eliminate the apathy many
feel towards the homeless population.53 Most of the works in the exhibitions tackled problems
specific to New York City—a city not only with a long history of unionism and progressive
politics, but also with soaring rents, increasing gentrification, and the home of wall street and
finance capital.54 Videos like 2371 Second Avenue and Life in the G, made by teenage Hispanic
New Yorkers, for example, related first-person accounts of tenement life and low-income
housing in New York.
Rosler, like Group Material, was inclusive in her approach, collaborating with a wide
variety of people in the making of “If You Lived Here…” For example, in “Homeless,” Rosler
gave over a portion of the gallery to Homeward Bound, a homeless advocacy agency, which
used the space as an office, operating out of the gallery for the run of the show. During the
weekends, Rosler invited the Mad Housers—a recently formed non-profit corporation dedicated
to building free shelters for the homeless—to use the gallery to hammer together plywood huts
that would later be installed in public spaces [Fig. 4.20, 4.21].55 In addition to inviting such
charitable and activist groups, Rosler engaged with architects, filmmakers, poets, muralists,
photojournalists, academics, schoolchildren, urban planners, church workers, community groups,
and elected representatives. These diverse groups also made up the audiences of the events
Rosler organized in conjunction with each exhibition: poetry readings, film screenings,
workshops, potlucks, and forums.56 Rosler had long advocated a more inclusive exhibition
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structure. In her texts “Lookers, Buyers, Dealers, and Makers: Thoughts on Audience” (1979)
and “The Constituency” (1976), she had criticized audience passivity as the inevitable outcome
of an exhibition structure divorced from any concern other than “Art.” Rosler not only called for
an expansion of the institutional frame, but for a reintegration of art into everyday life: “We must
inventively expand our control over production and showing, and we must simultaneously widen
our opportunities to work with and for people outside the audiences for high art, […] to rupture
the false boundaries between ways of thinking about art and ways of actively changing the
world.”57
“If You Lived Here…,” like “Democracy,” received surprisingly little media attention.
Larsen posits that it was precisely the project’s ambitious and timely investigation of the fight for
decent urban housing that was to blame. He adds that what was “exciting”—and “problematic”
for some—was the merging of the usually separated spheres of artistic cultural productions and
the culture of everyday life, which required of the viewer “a shift in perception, […] something
other than a strictly aesthetic order of appreciation.”58 Rosler too attributed the project’s small—
and lukewarm—critical appraisal to the shows’ transgressive design and contents. Some
commentators, she said, missed “the pristine quality of the modernist space” and were “annoyed”
by the shows’ inclusiveness, feeling overwhelmed by the volume of work and the reading room,
while others felt that the shows represented an “outright rejection of art.”59 In her review for Art
in America, Heartney confirmed Rosler’s suspicions, complaining that “the viewer left each of
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the show’s segments visually and intellectually exhausted—there was just too much to absorb.”60
Heartney not only suggested that the material would have been more useful compiled in a book,
but argued that the gallery setting was an inappropriate venue for such work—it only reminded
viewers of the “continuing gap between art and life. The real problems and the real solutions,”
she contended, “remained, and remain, out there.”61
In the 1980s, “a money-obsessed decade,” during which the art world became
increasingly preoccupied with commerce, materialism, and the interests of the private sector,
Group Material and Rosler moved in the opposite direction, focusing not on “quality” objects,
but on pertinent social and political issues.62 In comparison, Scott Burton’s roughly
contemporaneous exhibition at MoMA in 1989, “Burton on Brancusi” (discussed in Chapter 3),
was more insular in subject matter and modest in size. Dedicated to rethinking an essential
feature of a modern master’s sculptural output, it was, however, no less considered or didactic.
Rather, the priorities of its maker and the show’s institutional context differed. Burton, unlike
Group Material and Rosler (who were invited by Dia because of their critical practices), was
concerned with the history of sculpture and was asked to participate in “Artist’s Choice”
precisely because of his fascination with, and particular reading of, Constantin Brancusi’s work.
Burton, nevertheless, did share a subversive spirit with his socially-engaged contemporaries.
Whereas Group Material and Rosler sought to address social issues and introduce into Dia the
politics it had so long rebuffed, Burton critiqued not only the common understanding of
Brancusi’s work, but also MoMA’s modes of display—a position that was taken up by future
“Artist’s Choice” participants, such as Chuck Close (i.e., Burton and Close enacted a more
60
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traditional form of institutional critique). And yet, by Group Material’s and Rosler’s standards,
an exhibition such as Burton’s may have appeared frivolous. After all, both were critical of the
art world’s overvaluation of an artist’s personal or idiosyncratic vision (bear in mind, however,
that “Burton on Brancusi” had a distinct objective and was steeped in research, and is therefore
not simply idiosyncratic). It was in part because of this overvaluation that Group Material and
Rosler divested themselves of their singular authorship and expanded their operations into the
public sphere. Moreover, they aspired to give voice to a great variety of neglected or otherwise
silenced communities. Perhaps one of the most insightful considerations of their Dia projects
comes from Rainer, who noted that their exhibitions purposefully rejected “art that enhances and
validates your superior taste; art that contains discomfiting messages in beautiful wrappings; art
that testifies to the universality of the lone, suffering, melancholic artistic impulse.63“ Unlike
earlier modernist attempts to overturn these values (e.g., Dada), Group Material and Rosler
embraced a “radically different approach:” they not only included a diverse selection of works,
but, instead of presenting them as separate, isolated objects, they also displayed them in a
contextualized manner, elucidating the social field from which the works were produced and
derive their meaning.64

Censorship & the NEA: Joseph Kosuth at the Brooklyn Museum
Unorthodox, polemical, and critical of the Reagan administration, Group Material and
Rosler’s Dia projects were nevertheless supported by the NEA without controversy. In fact, as
already mentioned, neither project made many headlines at all. However, just weeks after “If
You Lived Here…” closed, conservative members of Congress set off a vociferous two-year
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battle between artists and politicians over federal funding of the arts, with the former group
arguing for their right to freedom of expression, and the latter calling for greater standards of
decency in the arts.
Although artists addressing such social issues as racism, sexuality, or AIDS, were already
coming under attack by government agencies in 1985, it was not until May 18, 1989, when New
York Senator Alfonse D’Amato (1981–1999) tore up a reproduction of Serrano’s Piss Christ on
the floor of the U.S. Senate, that “a time of hysteria over the arts” really began.65 In response to
letters from constituents complaining that Serrano had received support from the NEA, D’Amato
and North Carolina Senator Jesse Helms (1973–2003) took to the floor to argue that “taxpayer
dollars”—a phrase repeated, in various forms, seventeen times in their brief speeches—should
not support such “deplorable” work, such “trash,” “filth,” and “garbage.”66 Conservative
newspapers like The Washington Times perpetuated and intensified the inflammatory rhetoric of
D’Amato and Helms. In one piece, Mapplethorpe, who had recently died of AIDS, was accused
of being a child molester, and his photographs were compared to Fascist art: both glamorized
“dominance,” “supermen,” and “child nudes,” claimed journalist Judith Reisman.67 Two articles
published in quick succession in The New York Times presented their views in more tempered
language: Hilton Kramer’s “Is Art Above the Laws of Decency?” began, like many appeals for
censorship, with a vigorous defense of wholesome values, and ended with a call for extensive
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regulations to enforce those values by law; Grace Glueck’s “Art on the Firing Line,” conversely,
defended creative freedom, arguing that artists are important to society precisely because of their
unique ability to express the kinds of sensitive or seemingly controversial thoughts that most
people keep hidden in the recesses of their minds.68
Amidst this growing national debate on the relationship of government funding to the arts,
the Corcoran Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C., canceled their showing of the touring
retrospective “Robert Mapplethorpe: The Perfect Moment” just weeks before it was set to open
on July 1, 1989, fearing that the show’s inclusion of several sexually explicit photographs would
hurt the impending congressional reauthorization of the NEA, which had partially funded the
show.69 However, instead of diffusing the situation, their decision—an act interpreted by many
as self-censorship—only ignited the left. “It became a monument on the nation’s cultural
battlefield,” writes Richard Bolton, author of Culture Wars.70 Days later, artists and advocates of
gay and lesbian rights picketed the Corcoran, projecting slides of Mapplethorpe’s photographs
on the museum’s facade, and the Washington Project for the Arts (WPA) decided to adopt the
Mapplethorpe show, opening it to the public on July 21, 1989 to great reviews and record crowds
[Fig. 4.23].71 In response to the demonstrations, representatives of the Corcoran published an
article in the Washington Post entitled “We Did the Right Thing,” reaffirming their decision as
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“prudent and sound.”72 “In certain circumstances,” they stated, “a public exhibition of
controversial items may be so inflammatory and provocative as to invite consequences that
negate its educational and aesthetic value.”73 Not three months later—and just days after the
resignation of Jane Livingston (the Corcoran’s Associate Director and the curator of the
Mapplethorpe exhibition)—the gallery did an about-face, issuing a statement of apology for its
cancellation of the show and promising henceforth to prioritize art, artists, and freedom of
expression.74
The controversy surrounding the Mapplethorpe exhibition, however, did not end there. In
April 1990, Cincinnati’s Contemporary Arts Center (CAC) and its director, Dennis Barrie, were
indicted on charges of obscenity and child pornography for showing “Robert Mapplethorpe: The
Perfect Moment.” On the show’s opening day, as a thousand protestors shouted “Fascists” and
“Gestapo, go home,” police officers closed the museum for ninety minutes to gather evidence
[Fig. 4.24, 4.25].75 Both the exhibition and trial were, in specific ways, unprecedented: no
exhibition in Cincinnati had ever drawn bigger crowds, and no American museum director had
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ever stood trial for an exhibition. [Fig. 4.26].76 The trial was especially disconcerting in light of
the liberalizing events across the Atlantic Ocean: as walls were being torn down in Eastern
Europe, the United States, a country that prides itself as a beacon of freedom, was constructing
battlements.77
In the meantime, the debate over NEA funding had gone through several cycles in
Congress. On July 26, 1989, Helms submitted Amendment no. 420, prohibiting the appropriation
of federal funds for obscene or indecent art, which, he maintained, included any artwork
depicting sadomasochism, homoeroticism, the exploitation of children, or the sex act, as well as
any work denigrating a person’s religion, non-religion, race, creed, sex, handicap, age, or
national origin.78 Twenty-four years earlier, in 1965, when the act authorizing the NEA was first
chartered, the Senate foresaw the possibility of legislators restricting artistic freedom, and, as a
result, took care to safeguard creatives, requiring that “in the administration of this act there be
given the fullest attention to freedom of artistic and humanistic expression.”79 However, in
October 1989, this directive was invalidated, when Congress passed into law a modified version
of the amendment based not on Helms’ broad interpretation of obscenity, but rather on the legal
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definition of the term.80 And in an attempt to execute the law, the NEA began to ask grantees to
sign an oath promising not to use their funds to produce “obscene” work, in the process
incensing and alienating scores of artists, as well as other members of the art community, many
of whom either refused to sign the oath—rejecting in total $750,000 in NEA money—or had
their grants vetoed by the new chairman of the NEA, John E. Frohnmayer, who had been
nominated to the post by President George Bush just months earlier in July 1989.81
Conceptual artist Joseph Kosuth was deeply concerned by the crippling of the NEA and
the concomitant rise of censorship in the arts. In a 1990 interview, he expressed the importance
of the NEA to artists and society at large, as well as the perils of allowing politicians to limit the
kind of art the agency supports:
I always took a certain amount of pride in the simple fact that we had an NEA, and that the
agency was able to spend government funds in support of diverse activities that are not
immediately pragmatic. It’s the equivalent of pure research in science; imagine all of our
scientific and medical research being directed by pharmaceutical companies, and you’ll
have a pretty good idea of what the art market would be like without the NEA. It seems to
me that part of the responsibility of a society is to nurture the conditions in which a free
flow of ideas can occur, and art is part of that.82
80

For statements by Congress members questioning Helms’ amendment, see John Danforth, “Statement to Senate,
September 29, 1989,” in Culture Wars, 104–6. See also Howard Metzenbaum, “Debate in Senate over Helms
Amendment, July 26, 1989,” in Culture Wars, 77–8. According to the 1973 Supreme Court case Miller vs.
California, obscenity is determined according to the following three criteria: “(1) whether ‘the average person,
applying contemporary community standards’ would find that the work, ‘taken as a whole,’ appeals to ‘prurient
interest’ (2) whether the work depicts or describes, in a patently offensive way, sexual conduct specifically defined
by the applicable state law, and (3) whether the work, ‘taken as a whole,’ lacks serious literary, artistic, political, or
scientific value.” See “Obscenity,” Cornell University Law School, accessed June 16, 2016,
https://www.law.cornell.edu/wex/obscenity.
81
Frohnmayer vetoed NEA grants to performance artists Karen Finley, Tim Miller, Holly Hughes, and John Fleck
(who became known as the “NEA Four”), as well as to the ICA Boston for an exhibition of Mike Kelley’s work,
among others. In 1991, however, the NEA’s anti-obscenity oath was dropped from grant requirements when it was
deemed unconstitutional in suits brought by dancer and choreographer Bella Lewitzky, and the New School for
Social Research. See Allan Parachini, “NEA’s Obscenity Pledge Voided: Law: Arts groups hail ruling in suit by a
dance company and a Newport Beach museum seeking federal funds,” Los Angeles Times, January 10, 1991,
accessed September 14, 2016, http://articles.latimes.com/1991-01-10/local/me-11211_1_art-museum; Kim Masters,
“NEA Drops Contested Grant Oath,” Washington Post, February 21, 1991, accessed September 14, 2016,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/lifestyle/1991/02/21/nea-drops-contested-grant-oath/69af8218-fff0-40598e2a-ffa7e705cacf/.
82
Joseph Kosuth, “The New York Newsday Interview with Joseph Kosuth: An Artist Who Sees the Frame First,”
Newsday, October 15, 1990, Brooklyn Museum Archives, Records of the Department of Painting and Sculpture:

199

Kosuth felt that the success of the radical right was “the beginning of a kind of evil,” not unlike
the rise of Hitler in 1930s Germany, and that in order to stop such evil forces, “voices must be
raised.”83 As a result, when he found out that his forthcoming exhibition at the Brooklyn
Museum was funded in part by the NEA, he realized that he had to use the occasion to respond to
the current climate of excessive government control of the arts. (Kosuth had been invited by
Charlotta Kotik, curator and chair of the museum’s recently-established department of
contemporary art (1985), to take part in the museum’s Grand Lobby series, a program she
formed in 1984 to promote large-scale, site-specific, installation-based works.) Instead of
creating an installation of his own work as he had planned, Kosuth decided to use objects in the
museum’s permanent collection to trace the history of artistic censorship, thereby exposing the
folly of legislating a censorship role to a government art agency.84 Although the Brooklyn
Museum had neither set out to sponsor a show challenging the NEA’s anti-obscenity clause, nor
have an artist organize an exhibition from its permanent collection, it was supportive of Kosuth’s
plan from the beginning. In contrast to MoMA’s balkanized atmosphere, the Brooklyn museum
was more cohesive and less hierarchical; curators from all six departments, as well as members
of the library’s, registrar’s and conservation’s staff, jumped on board to help Kosuth realize his
vision.
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The result, “The Play of the Unmentionable,” opened in September 1990 and presented
more than 100 works—paintings, sculptures, prints, photographs, ceramics, and furniture
items—ranging from a 664 B.C. bronze sculpture of a Pharaoh touching his genitals to a 1986
photomontage by Barbara Kruger of a woman’s chained legs [Fig. 4.27]. All of the objects in the
show had either been, or could be, deemed objectionable. In other words, the exhibition included
artworks that had been considered objectionable on religious or political grounds at the time of
their making, but had since come to be regarded as great works of art, such as political
caricatures by William Hogarth, Honoré Daumier, and George Grosz. And it likewise featured
artworks that were acceptable in their particular contexts and indigenous cultures, but removed
from their original time and place could be regarded as offensive, such as A Group of Intertwined
Figures, 305–30 B.C., an Egyptian limestone sculpture of a sem-priest and a woman procreating
with the aid of acolytes. Interspersed amongst these objects were also contemporary works by
artists who were at the center of the NEA controversy, including Mapplethorpe and Serrano.
Installed floor-to-ceiling salon-style on the gray-painted walls of the museum’s Grand
Lobby, Kosuth’s selections were organized in thematic clusters and surrounded by carefully
chosen blocks of stenciled white text revealing why and to whom these objects were (or had
been) objectionable [Fig. 4.28]. The texts and their sources, like the works exhibited, were
varied: some were explanatory labels about specific artworks written by the museum’s curators
and educators; others were theoretical statements about cultural standards emanating from such
scholars as art historian Leo Steinberg and anthropologist Mary Douglas; yet others were bold
proscriptions leveled against progressive artworks by such “protectors” of civic virtue as Hitler
and his minister of propaganda, Joseph Goebbels.
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Because of the recent scandal around some of Mapplethorpe’s photographs, numerous
parts of “The Play of the Unmentionable” foregrounded artworks depicting nudity. One such
section, provocatively nicknamed by one reviewer as “Kiddie Porn Through the Ages,” featured
images of adolescents: Larry Clark’s controversial photography series Teenage Lust (1981), for
instance, was juxtaposed with paintings of nude or lightly clothed children by nineteenth-century
American artists, including Washington Allston, Charles W. Hawthorne, and William Sergeant
Kendall [Fig. 4.29].85 Whereas the former were controversial not only due to their content (i.e.,
boys and girls masturbating, engaging in fellatio and intercourse), but also because of their
material and indexical quality, the latter, made of pigment on canvas and showing no explicit
sexual activity, appeared rather innocuous—at least until one read the adjacent texts. For
example, A Statuette, Kendall’s 1915 painting of a pre-pubescent girl standing naked except for a
robe draped loosely around her waist, would have seemed perfectly harmless were it not for the
quote from Kendall’s biography implying that he was a pedophile. In a neighboring display case,
Kosuth also exhibited “spring pictures,” woodblock prints of men and women copulating from
seventeenth-century Japanese sex manuals, as well as erotic Hindu watercolors, such as the
eighteenth-century illumination Intoxicated Ascetics, which pictures, among other things, a man
urinating into another man’s mouth [Fig. 4.30]. Kosuth had this controversial portion of the work
copied, enlarged, and placed next to the original, ensuring that visitors did not overlook it, but
also indirectly drawing a comparison to Jim and Tom, Sausalito (1977)—Mapplethorpe’s
photograph of a man urinating into another man’s mouth, which although not included in the
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exhibition, was on the nation’s consciousness [Fig. 4.31].86 Nearby texts explained that these
Japanese and Hindu works, though seemingly controversial, were not considered obscene in their
native cultures: the former were instructional, and the latter pictured an ascetic ritual.
Through these various arrangements, Kosuth sought to reveal how the acceptability of
erotic imagery depends on its cultural context. In an interview, he explains that he was drawn to
the collection of the Brooklyn Museum because it “could be used to provide a comment on how
people’s response to art tends to be determined by the ‘frame,’ social or political or cultural, in
which they tend to see it,” which, he added, “is the underlying issue in the present debate.”87 To
this end, Kosuth paired one of Mapplethorpe’s photographs of a male nude with ancient Greek
and Roman torsos of Apollo and Dionysius, and a copy of Auguste Rodin’s The Age of Bronze
(1876)—a sculpture of a standing male nude that caused a scandal on account of its excessive
veracity when it was first exhibited at the 1877 Paris Salon [Fig. 4.32]. This arrangement, much
like the group of female nudes—featuring several of Rodin’s bronze sculptures of lesbian lovers,
such as Bacchantes Embracing (by 1900), as well as comparable paintings, including François
Boucher’s The Sleeping Bacchantes (after 1758)—sought to highlight the hypocrisy of the
Western norm whereby works depicting nudity are often deemed obscene, offensive, and
unacceptable, except when they are couched in mythology (and, of course, female pairs can be
depicted erotically, but male pairs cannot, and sexually explicit paintings and sculptures are more
readily accepted than photographs).
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Not every part of “The Play of the Unmentionable” focused on the nude. The show also
addressed iconoclasm, presenting numerous biblical paintings defaced by sixteenth-century
Protestant Reformers, which were paired with quotes from noted art historians describing the
psychology of iconoclasts. One such statement, by David Freedberg, explained that people who
“assail” artworks are not only afraid of the content represented, but also of the object itself, and
through their assault—an act intended to demonstrate their intrepidity—they, in fact, only
confirm their fear [Fig. 4.33].88 Another display touched on the subject of race relations,
juxtaposing one of Andy Warhol’s 1964 silkscreens of the Birmingham race riot with paintings
of African-Americans from the mid to late nineteenth century, including Thomas Hovenden’s
Ain’t That Ripe? (c. 1884), which portrays a young black boy eating a watermelon. These works
were framed by anthropologist Ruth Benedict’s description of the damaging effect of the U.S.
slave trade on African culture and the near extinction of the latter by the former.
Yet other sections focused on the negative backlash to, and censorship of, modern art.
For instance, in one area Kosuth brought together works by Paul Cézanne, Henri Matisse, and
Georges Braque, which served as examples of the kind of radical Fauvist and Cubist works that
were the source of so much controversy when they were introduced to U.S. audiences in the
1913 Armory Show. Abutting these were the vituperative attacks of the show’s detractors,
including that of Arthur Burrage Farwell, the head of the Chicago Law and Order League:
It is a grave mistake to permit these pictures to hang either here or elsewhere. Why the
saloons could not hang these pictures! There is a law prohibiting it. The idea that some
people can gaze at this sort of thing without its hurting them is all bosh. The exhibition
ought to be suppressed.
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Through such juxtapositions, Kosuth sought to show that the works once considered immoral
and dangerous were now hailed as masterpieces by both liberals and conservatives alike.89
Similarly, in a section devoted to the Bauhaus—the experimental modernist arts and crafts
school that Hitler found so threatening he had it closed in 1933—Kosuth surrounded the tubular
industrial design chairs and tables of Bauhaus artist Marcel Breuer with Hitler’s diatribes
threatening to wipe out artists with “defective vision” and Goebbels’ edict forbidding art
criticism. Also on exhibit was a chilling confidential letter from the state secret police to Mies
van der Rohe, the last director of the Bauhaus (1930–33), outlining the terms the school had to
meet in order to remain open, including the removal of faculty members Vassily Kandinsky and
Ludwig Hilberseimer, and their replacement by individuals who supported National Socialist
ideology [Fig. 4.34]. Kosuth felt that the Nazi period had been reduced “to a set of images and
sound bites in popular culture,” and with “The Play of the Unmentionable” he sought to remind
visitors of the hateful mentality that resulted in the censorship of modern art in the 1930s, but
also how such divisive rhetoric often precedes ever greater atrocities, such as the genocide of
Jewish and gay people in Europe in the 1940s.90
Considering Kosuth’s comparison of the growth of the radical right in 1980s America to
the rise of Hitler in 1930s Germany, it is not surprising that, in certain respects, “The Play of the
Unmentionable” inverted the 1937 exhibition “Degenerate Art” (“Entartete Kunst”)—the
exhibition that, perhaps more than any other, best exemplifies the case against artistic censorship
and the dangers of allowing a government to decide what art is decent or indecent, moral or
89
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degenerate [Fig. 4.35]. Organized by Adolf Ziegler, the head of the Reich Chamber of Visual
Art, at the behest of Hitler and Goebbels, “Degenerate Art” consisted of more than six hundred
confiscated works of modernist art out of the twenty-one thousand seized from museums
throughout Germany. Hastily hung shoulder to shoulder, these works were organized in nine
thematic groups, each representing an aspect of modern art considered objectionable by the Nazi
regime: one group included works that supposedly demeaned religion, another featured pieces
deemed insulting to women, while yet other clusters consisted of “nigger art” and works by
Jewish artists.91 Each section was also accompanied by derogatory slogans and inflammatory
excerpts from speeches by Nazi party leaders, as well as parts of manifestos from avant-garde
movements such as Dada and Surrealism [Fig. 4.36, 4.37]. Scrawled directly on the walls or on
affixed placards, the defamatory statements included such labels as “nature as seen by sick
minds,” “madness becomes method,” and “an insult to German womanhood.”92 By ghettoizing
and vilifying art whose content or style was deemed a threat to traditional moral values and
institutions, “Degenerate Art” was intended to educate Germans about the depravity and
abjectness of modern art, and the sickness that inflicts its makers. Although Kosuth has not
specifically named the 1937 exhibition as a reference, it cannot be denied that “The Play of the
Unmentionable” shared with it both a similar language of display as well as a didactic objective.
However, while Hitler’s exhibition sought to instigate revulsion towards modern art, Kosuth’s
exhibition strove to encourage tolerance through historical comparison.
Although “The Play of the Unmentionable” was in numerous ways a standard museum
exhibition (in the sense that it was divided into coherent thematic groups and accompanied by
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informative wall labels), it was considered by Kosuth and museum officials to be an artwork in
its own right. The museum described it as “an installation by Joseph Kosuth” that “simulates the
traditional curated exhibition,” using the collection of the Brooklyn Museum as a “readymade.”93 Kosuth likewise considered the exhibition as part of his artistic practice. An artist’s
activity, he argues, consists of “making meaning, not simply fashioning objects,” and this
meaning is dependent on its context—that is, on where, and how, and adjacent to what it is
exhibited. Likening the show to writing a text, he stated, “This particular exhibit tries to show
that artworks […] are like words: while each individual word has its own integrity, you can put
them together to create very different paragraphs. And it’s that paragraph I claim authorship
of.”94
Kosuth’s claiming of “The Play of the Unmentionable” as his artwork was not entirely
gratuitous. The show, after all, shared some of the same concerns as his work as an artist. Kosuth
has approached art as a form of thought, exploring meaning and interpretation through objects
and language since he had graduated from the School of Visual Arts in 1967 and started
exhibiting enlarged photostats of dictionary definitions. A leading figure in Conceptual art, he
maintains that the issues referred to as “institutional critique” were key to the work he began in
the mid 1960s, such as One and Three Tables (1965) and The Second Investigation (1968).95
Institutional critique, he has noted, was also integral to “Wittgenstein: The Play of the
Unsayable,” an exhibition he curated at the Vienna Secession in 1989 celebrating the hundredth
anniversary of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s birth [Fig. 4.38]. Kosuth was not interested in organizing a
straightforward biographical presentation, or a selection of artworks illustrating the philosopher’s
theories. Instead, he devised a show that, in its very composition, reflected Wittgenstein’s
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critique of language, which posits that some things, “such as value, ethics, and the meaning of
life,” fall outside the limits of descriptive language. Kosuth therefore foregrounded artworks that
show that which is unsayable.96 By combining the work of nearly a hundred twentieth-century
artists (e.g., Marcel Broodthaers, Daniel Buren, Robert Smithson, John Baldessari, and Louise
Lawler) with stenciled statements by various philosophers (including Sigmund Freud, Michel
Foucault, Julia Kristeva, and Roland Barthes), he aimed to rethink how artworks function in a
social and cultural framework, and how they are affected by the process of institutionalization. In
other words, he sought to investigate how a group exhibition interferes with, or inflects, the
artwork’s meaning.97 “The Play of the Unmentionable” is certainly a follow-up to “The Play of
the Unsayable.” The two shared not just a similar title, but also a comparable curatorial logic and
approach. Where they differ, however, is in their political dimension: Although critique was
paramount to both, “The Play of the Unsayable” was more insular—it focused on the art
institution and its display of art. “The Play of the Unmentionable,” by contrast, set its sight on
tackling a larger social or political issue.
Though controversial, “The Play of the Unmentionable” was wildly popular with
audiences, drawing greater crowds than was usual for the Brooklyn museum [Fig. 4.39, 4.40]. It
was so well-received, in fact, that the museum extended its run by nearly a month.98 Visited by
over 90,000 people, the show elicited strong reactions from viewers.99 Because of its
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controversial subject matter, a number of viewers disapproved of the show and wrote to the
museum with their grievances.100 Some parroted statements made by Helms and D’Amato,
complaining that taxpayers’ money was being used illegitimately to promote pornography.101
One visitor resented not only the museum’s misuse of NEA funds, but also that Kosuth had
claimed “artistic authorship of this ‘installation’ because […] it relieves him and the museum of
curatorial responsibility and judgment.”102 Visitors’ response cards and letters, however, suggest
that “The Play of the Unmentionable” had more supporters than detractors.103 Critics, too,
praised the show. In his review for Art in America, Ken Johnson argued that the “admirable”
thing about Kosuth’s show was that “it did not try to make the issues black and white.”104
Johnson was relieved that, despite its chalkboard-gray walls, the show was not strictly didactic.
Drawing on the exhibition’s title, he asserted that it fostered a spirit of play: it encouraged
visitors to think more creatively, fluidly, and broadly about the issues at hand.
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In contrast to Johnson, Kosuth conceived of “The Play of the Unmentionable” as an
educational experience. He hoped that the exhibition would not only encourage visitors to take a
deeper and more thoughtful look at our cultural history, but also that it would enlighten them
about the paradoxes and perils of artistic censorship. In a letter to Kotik, Kosuth stressed: “I see
this show as having the possibility for a profound effect in the present situation. I think the
general public will find this show very fascinating and highly educational.”105 Kosuth, in fact,
timed the exhibition to coincide with Congress’s vote on the reauthorization of the NEA.106 He
believed that it could influence the outcome of the vote, and vowed that he would do everything
possible to get the show “known and discussed.”107 Although “The Play of the Unmentionable”
was not alone in the fight against artistic censorship, it certainly contributed to the debates on
this issue, and may have influenced a change of heart: In February 1991, less than two months
after “The Play of the Unmentionable” closed, the NEA’s anti-obscenity oath was repealed.108

Race Relations & Colonization: Fred Wilson at the Maryland Historical Society
There are many other exhibitions one could discuss under the rubric of interventionist
exhibitions, including Barbara Kruger’s “Picturing ‘Greatness’” (1988) at the Museum of
Modern Art, New York, Louise Lawler’s “The Enlargement of Attention: No one between the
ages of 21 and 35 is allowed” (1990) at the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Nan Goldin’s
“Witnesses: Against Our Vanishing” (1989) at Artist’s Space, New York, and Hans Haacke’s
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“Viewing Matters: Upstairs” (1996) at the Boijman Van Beuningen, Rotterdam.109 However, I
am going to end where most accounts of this subject begin, with the canonical interventionist
exhibition: Fred Wilson’s “Mining the Museum” (1992) at the Maryland Historical Society
(MHS). An investigation of the often overlooked and misrepresented histories of AfricanAmerican and Native-American people, Wilson’s exhibition was the result of an unlikely
collaboration between The Contemporary, a new, non-collecting, itinerant museum in Baltimore,
and the MHS, a 150-year-old institution with a vast historical collection.
Unlike the majority of my case studies, “Mining the Museum” has already been
incisively written about by many noted scholars from a variety of perspectives.110 Nevertheless, I
have made an exception here not only because an examination of interventionist exhibitions
would be incomplete without a discussion of “Mining the Museum,” but more importantly
because these studies have analyzed the exhibition through Wilson’s artistic practice and the
history of institutional critique without addressing the larger socio-political backdrop from which
it developed. Such readings reinforce a traditional and erroneous conception of the museum as a
sphere divorced from the vicissitudes of contemporary life and politics. “Mining the Museum,”
109
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however, underscored the fact that history is an act of interpretation and contemporary events are
an integral part of its flux.111
A New York-based artist of mixed Caribbean, African- and Native-American ancestry,
Wilson has long been cognizant of, and concerned with, the prejudices of museums. As a young
artist, he supported himself by working in different institutions, such as the Metropolitan Museum
of Art, the American Crafts Museum, the American Museum of Natural History, and the Just
Above Midtown Gallery, where he held a variety of positions, including museum guard,
preparator, administrator, freelance educator, and curator. These experiences led him to organize
“Rooms With a View: The Struggle Between Culture, Content and the Context of Art” (1987), at
the Longwood Arts Project, where he exhibited the work of thirty emerging American artists in
three different settings: a contemporary gallery, a small ethnographic museum, and a nineteenthcentury salon room. In each space, works were presented according to the appropriate conventions
of display. In the ethnographic room, they were cordoned off or placed in display cases and artists’
names were omitted; in the salon space, a lush burgundy-clothed room, they competed for
visibility among period furniture; in the modernist space, they were hung at a remove from one
another in a clinical, white environment [Fig. 4.41–4.43]. The purpose of this exercise was to
demonstrate how the context in which an artwork is exhibited impacts its meaning. “It is deeply
ironic,” Wilson noted, “that one commercial gallery director failed to recognize the work of an
artist she represented when it was displayed, unlabeled, in the ethnographic room.”112 Based on
this show and his other curatorial forays, The Contemporary invited Wilson in 1991 to organize an
exhibition from the collection of a Baltimore museum of his choosing. The Maryland Historical
Society was Wilson’s clear and unrivaled choice, not only because it was “one of the most
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conservative environments in the city,” but also because, after spending some time in its galleries,
he realized that it was not the objects that most offended him, but rather the manner in which they
had been arranged and displayed.113
For The Contemporary, working with Wilson was entirely in keeping with its institutional
objectives. A museum without walls, it had been founded three years earlier, in 1989, by George
Ciscle, a former teacher and art dealer. Its mission was to redefine the concept of a museum; its
idea of a collection, for example, consisted of placing art in community settings on long-term
loan.114 On a small budget and without a permanent home, the museum had organized exhibitions
in temporary locations that directly involved local communities. In 1991, it worked with
Baltimore’s large Russian émigré community to stage an exhibition of Soviet photography in a
former Greyhound bus station. Russian students wrote texts and labels about the works on view
and set up a reading room devoted to Soviet culture. Shortly thereafter, the nomadic museum
worked with health care workers and people with AIDS to organize an exhibition about the
epidemic in an abandoned ballroom. And, following a three-month collaboration between local
artists and children in a Baltimore center for troubled youth, it assembled a display about urban
violence in a former Buick dealership.
By contrast, the involvement of the Historical Society, “one of the most conservative
environments in the city” according to Wilson, was more remarkable, not only since it was inviting
a contemporary artist into its historical repository, but moreover because—despite being situated in
an urban area dense with housing projects—the Society presented a history of Maryland that was
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almost entirely devoid of African-American history [Fig. 4.44].115 As a result, only a small
percentage of the city’s largely African-American population had ever visited the museum. The
MHS, in part, blamed its bias on its collection, the majority of which is made up of gifts from
upper-class white donors that tend to project and celebrate the history and values of that group.
However, when Ciscle and Lisa Corrin, The Contemporary’s assistant director, approached
Charles T. Lyle, the director of the MHS, they found that he was eager to collaborate. Cognizant of
the MHS’s shortcomings, Lyle was concerned by the museum’s inability to reconcile its
relationship with the city’s diverse constituency and was keen to develop an audience that was
more representative of the community’s cultural make-up. He reportedly wondered: “How is it
possible to make Chippendale relevant to kids in the projects?”116
“Mining the Museum” was developed over the course of a one-year residency at the MHS,
during which Wilson collaborated with local residents and artists, and the museum’s staff [Fig.
4.45]. Independent volunteers with expertise in African-American local and state history assisted
Wilson with his research, while certain Baltimore artists, including Oletha DeVane, Luis Flores,
Victor Gressor, Penny Potter, Duane Thigpen, and Leslie Zelamsy, worked with Wilson on the
show’s educational programming. Meeting with everyone from the museum’s director to its
maintenance staff, Wilson sought to interrogate the commonly-held definitions of “museum,”
“history,” “exhibition,” “curator,” “artist,” “audience,” “community,” and “collaboration.”
A study of institutional racism, “Mining the Museum” used the museum’s own language of
display—dark painted rooms, neutral-looking silkscreened wall texts and labels, and audiovisual
material—to expose the ideological apparatus underlying museum practices and the relationship
between representation, power, and cultural identity. The title of the exhibition encapsulated the
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show’s triple goals: to mine, as in dig up (the buried history and presence of racial minorities); to
set off a land mine (to explode myths and perceptions, raising consciousness and effecting both
institutional and societal change); to make mine (to claim authorship of the museum and find
reflections of yourself within the institution) [Fig. 4.46]. Occupying the entire third floor of the
MHS, the show featured four wall colors, consecutively gray, green, red and blue. Each
represented a different theme: the gray area questioned so-called historical truths; the green gallery
sought to recover the identity of African-Americans using archival material, as well as art and
artifacts; the red room addressed slave revolts and battles for abolition; the blue spaces represented
the aspirations and accomplishments of minority groups.117
Like Kosuth’s “The Play of the Unmentionable,” “Mining the Museum” communicated
through strong, sometimes startling, juxtapositions. However, whereas Kosuth’s approach was
more overt in its subversion of curatorial practices—consisting of a busy salon-style hang with
enlarged wall texts that clearly addressed the exhibition’s themes—Wilson’s was seemingly more
subdued. His displays comprised fewer objects and his use of text was comparably minimal (e.g., a
pithy caption, or an ostensibly innocuous, albeit highly charged, label or subheading), which may
have intensified the shock value of his arrangements. The first of his juxtapositions, however, was
clear and direct. It met visitors on the museum’s ground level, before they entered “Mining the
Museum.” Among a number of paintings and sculptures of white men and a conspicuous flower
arrangement, a shirtless Wilson—shown from the shoulder and up—greeted viewers in an
introductory video and pointed out that he/people of color are not represented in the museum’s
collection [Fig. 4.47]. The theme of absence and exclusion continued inside the exhibition where
visitors were confronted with an early twentieth-century truth in advertising trophy, flanked on its
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left by three white pedestals supporting the portrait busts of Henry Clay, Napoleon Bonaparte, and
Andrew Jackson, and on its right by three empty black pedestals, which Wilson designated for
Harriet Tubman, Frederick Douglas and Benjamin Banneker [Fig. 4.48]. Immediately, therefore,
the exhibition asked: whose truth is on display? While the museum has representations of white
men of little importance to Maryland’s history, it does not remember or recognize some of its most
influential African-American residents. One of the more chilling juxtapositions was staged in a
section titled “Cabinet Making 1820–1910.” Named after the area of the museum’s storage where
its contents were discovered, it consisted of a cruciform public whipping post—used by the city
jail until the 1950s—encircled by a variety of period chairs as if to view the device and its possible
reactivation [Fig. 4.49]. In part, the display revealed how easily museum classification systems can
neutralize otherwise horrific objects by divorcing them from their historical function. In a 1994
interview with art historian Martha Buskirk, Wilson explained the purpose of such contrasts and
the response he hoped to elicit from viewers: “I’m really interested in surprise and how one reacts
on an emotional and intuitive level before the intellectual self kicks in. That synapse seems to
happen best when you feel that you understand the situation that you’re involved in, and the
museum setting is one where people feel that they know what to expect and how they’re supposed
to act.”118 In other words, Wilson used the museum’s predictable taxonomic methods of display in
order to artfully present the unexpected—that is, in order to at once disarm and surprise visitors
into understanding how meaning is made when objects are framed in a museum setting. Other
shocking displays included a Ku Klux Klan hood in an antique baby carriage, which was exhibited
near a photograph of black women pushing small white infants in a similar carriage—the
implication was that black nurses were/are paid to look after the children of racists, and perhaps
also that children absorb their parents’ racism [Fig. 4.50–4.52]. Another one was found in a
118
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standard exhibition case labeled “Metalwork: 1723–1880.” There Wilson arranged several
Baltimore repoussé silver goblets, urns, and decanters next to a rusty pair of slave shackles, thus
indicating the coexistence and co-dependency of the luxury economy and slavery [Fig. 4.53].
Akin to preceding interventionist exhibitions, including those of Group Material and
Rosler, “Mining the Museum” privileged—and sometimes literally gave voice to—those
typically silenced. For example, when viewers approached a series of dimly-lit eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century paintings, spotlights and concealed sound effects were activated to highlight
the often ignored African-American children represented in their backgrounds. “Where did I
come from? Where did I go? What are my dreams?” ask the African-American boys on the edges
of such paintings as Robert Street’s Children of Commodore John Daniel Danels (1826) [Fig.
4.54, 4.55]. Wilson also added the names of several slaves who are depicted in a painting of
workers tending a field, after he discovered the plantation owner’s inventory book in the
museum’s archives, which listed them alongside other household objects and animals.
While many parts of “Mining the Museum” were concerned with the marginalization of
minority groups, others addressed their misrepresentation. In the show’s opening gallery, visitors
encountered a series of larger-than-life carvings of Native-Americans in tribal dress, the kind once
typically seen outside of cigar shops. Labeled “Portraits of Cigar Store Owners,” they were
installed with their backs turned to viewers, and their fronts facing the wall, where photographs of
tribes native to Maryland were on view [Fig. 4.56]. The juxtaposition implied that such wooden
caricatures reveal more about the stereotypes of their owners than they do about real NativeAmericans.119 Meanwhile, “The rebellion room” provided insight into the gross distortions and
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misconceptions of African-Americans in the white imagination. The display consisted of a doll
house, in which a disproportionately large black doll was surrounded by tiny white figurines who
appear to have been massacred [Fig. 4.57–4.59]. A nearby diary revealed the fear of white
landowners of a slave uprising: “The spirit of revolt spread throughout the Eastern Shore and in a
County without police protection we were at the mercy of the slaves. The demon of massacre was
at our door.”120
However, “Mining the Museum” was not only a condemnation of racism, it was also a
hopeful act of consciousness raising. As such, the exhibition ended not with another jarring
juxtaposition, but by focusing on the dreams and achievements of African-Americans. At the
center of this last section was the journal of a free, self-taught African-American who was a
prominent mathematician and astronomer, as well as a friend of Thomas Jefferson [Fig. 4.60]. On
August 19, 1791, he wrote to Jefferson, then Secretary of State, to urge him to abolish slavery,
proudly stating, “Sir I freely and Cheerfully acknowledge that I am of the African race.”121 This
person was Benjamin Banneker (1731–1806), one of the missing figures from the show’s opening
display of portrait busts. The exhibition therefore circles back around, righting one of the
museum’s critical oversights.
“Mining the Museum” was intended to encourage active audience engagement. With the
help of the museum’s staff, Wilson produced an educational handout that asked visitors about their
impressions. It featured such questions as: What is it saying? Who is represented? Who is doing
the telling? The hearing? What do you think?122 During the show’s final month on view, Wilson
set up an adjacent community exhibition that presented the various manifestations of audience
participation, displaying drawings, essays, creative writing, and responses to the show’s
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questionnaire. Some reactions were decidedly positive (a college student wrote, “Never have I
witnessed any form of artwork that has had such an emotional effect on me”); others revealed
trepidation and ignorance. A retired dentist, for instance, responded, “‘Mining the Museum’ has
the ability to promote racism and hate in young Blacks and was offensive to me.”123
Although “Mining the Museum” sought to ask more questions than it answered, some
critics and historians have maintained that it was decidedly pedagogic, and have criticized its
pointed messages—a great irony considering that previous artist-curated exhibitions, including
those of Anthony Caro, Richard Hamilton, and Burton, were criticized for purportedly not being
educational or “having a message.” In his New York Times review, for instance, Michael
Kimmelman wrote: “like many political artists today, [Wilson] is a didact. He aims to convey
certain messages. Those messages may be packaged in more or less clever ways, they may be
ennobling or enduring. But the packaging is ultimately a means to an end and largely forgettable
once the message has been revealed.”124 Looking back on the exhibition retrospectively, Simon
Dumenco, too, asserted that the exhibition is “marred, sporadically, by a sort of clumsy
didacticism.”125 Despite these occasional criticisms, the overall response to “Mining the Museum”
has been overwhelmingly positive.126 The exhibition elicited such an incredible amount of interest
that its duration was extended for a total of eleven months. While it was still on view, Wilson was
also invited by two other museums to work with their permanent collections, resulting in “The
Spiral of Art History” (1993) at the Indianapolis Museum of Art and “Museums: Mixed
Metaphors” (1993) at the Seattle Art Museum.
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More than my previous case studies, “Mining the Museum” was a direct descendant of its
institutional critique antecedents. It drew on Marcel Broodthaers’ Musée d’Art Moderne,
Déparetment des Aigles (1968–72) by adopting the codes of the museum—its systems of display,
classification, and administration—to debunk its supposed neutrality and objectivity, and expose
how it determines meaning and perpetuates certain ideological assumptions. It seems likely that
Wilson became familiar with Broodthaers’ work in the mid to late 1980s when the Belgian artist
began to show more regularly in the U.S.—first at Marian Goodman Gallery in 1984 and then via a
retrospective exhibition that traveled in 1989 from the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis to the
Museum of Contemporary Art in Los Angeles and the Carnegie Museum of Art in Pittsburgh.
Although Wilson has not explicitly named Broodthaers as a source of influence, there are
numerous parallels between their work, including their taxonomic displays and use of text, which
were intended to draw attention to the ways in which institutional authority is performed. For
instance, in Section des Figures (Der Adler vom Oligozän bis Heute) (1972), the largest part of
Musée d’Art Moderne, Département des Aigles, Broodthaers presented 300 objects—all bearing
the image of an eagle—on pedestals, walls, and under glass vitrines (Broodthaers adopted the
eagle, a weighty symbol, precisely because of its contingent and variable meanings). Arranged in
no particular order, the objects were each accompanied by a plaque stating “this is not a work of
art” [Fig. 4.61, 4.62]. Directly alluding to René Magritte’s division of language and image (‘this is
not a pipe’), Broodthaers’ plaques, as Claire Bishop expounds, were not only meant to upset the
viewer’s expectation that all objects in a museum are works of art, but also to underscore that it
was not the individual objects but their relationships to one another and context that comprised this
work of art.127 In other words, Broodthaers’ installation referred back to itself, to its status as a
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work of art, and to the eventual reification, commodification, and acculturation of all artworks.
Akin to Broodthaers, Wilson introduced pithy captions and section labels in “Mining the
Museum,” such as the aforementioned “Metalwork 1723–1880,” which he placed in front of a
glass vitrine exhibiting a silver tea set and iron slave shackles, thus mimicking the pseudoscientific display conventions of museums. However, in contrast to Broodthaers, Wilson’s objects
were deliberately selected and arranged, and the section labels were meant to foreground not only
the ways in which meaning is contingent on the combination of objects, their presentation and
setting, but also to elucidate Wilson’s quite specific and pointed argument about the economics of
the slave industry [Fig. 4.63]. Although “Mining the Museum” was, from its inception, understood
as an installation artwork by Wilson, its content consistently called attention not to itself, nor only
to the frame of the museum, but to issues outside that frame. Furthermore, whereas Broodthaers’
displays were more allegorical and elusive (indebted to Ferdinand de Saussure’s theory of the
signifier and the signified), Wilson’s were explicit.128 They elucidated how museums evade
cultural difference, colonialism, and race, and often perpetuate cultural and racial stereotypes.129
Broodthaers, however, was not Wilson’s only reference. Wilson also cited Warhol’s “Raid
the Icebox 1” (1969): Like Warhol, he displayed a considerable number of objects just as he had
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found them in the museum’s storage, including a torn painting and incomplete registrar’s cards, as
well as numerous objects that had never before been exhibited, such as a rocking chair and basket
made by enslaved African-Americans [Fig. 4.64]. As Corrin states, “Wilson was sufficiently
familiar with ‘Raid the Icebox 1’ to quote Warhol’s signature arrangement of the Windsor chairs”
[Fig. 4.65, 4.66].130 However, this comparison alone, between Warhol’s crowded display of
dilapidated chairs and Wilson’s arrangement of period chairs around a whipping post, once again
points to one of the great distinctions between the practices of the first wave of institutional
critique—which included Broodthaers and Warhol, among others—and the second wave, of which
Wilson is a part: Although both movements developed out of moments of social unrest, the
agendas of the first wave were not as decidedly political as those of the second wave. They were
more myopic, focused inwards on exposing the museum’s methods and presumptions of neutrality,
than outwards on such socio-political issues as the 1968 student insurrections in Paris or the U.S.
protests of the Vietnam War.
“Mining the Museum,” by contrast, was not solely a critique and deconstruction of
museum practices. It was an examination of the country’s history of slavery and NativeAmerican displacement, but also about how prejudiced behavior continues to affect race
relations in the present. It was a form of political activism that underscored the importance of
current issues to historical institutions and of historical issues to current affairs. It would thus be
an oversight to discuss “Mining the Museum” without addressing the related social and political
events that transpired during its making and exhibition. On March 3rd, 1991—the same week that
Wilson began his residency at the MHS—Rodney King, an African-American taxi driver, was
stopped after a high speed chase in Los Angeles, California, and severely beaten by four white
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police officers. Caught on camera by a bystander named George Holliday, Rodney’s beating,
which resulted in skull fractures, broken bones and teeth, and permanent brain damage, was
televised worldwide [Fig. 4.67, 4.68]. It is difficult to believe that such a brutal and shocking
event would not have informed Wilson’s installation, especially considering “The rebellion
room,” which pictures a reversal of fortunes. This display, however, should not be read as a
thinly veiled desire for, or act of, revenge, but rather a sly commentary on the hypocrisy and
discrimination of the white imagination, since it is African-American men and women who—to
this day—are the victims of police brutality at the hands of white men. Meanwhile, a week after
“Mining the Museum” opened in April 1992, the four offending officers who had been charged
with excessive force were acquitted.131 Within hours of the verdict, violence erupted on the
streets, sparking the 1992 Los Angeles Riots. Lasting six days, it resulted in 63 deaths and more
than 2,000 injuries [Fig. 4.69, 4.70]. Although the violence was concentrated to South Los
Angeles, its effects were palpable across the country at the MHS, wrote one reporter. Attendance
at the museum surged. One of the museum’s educators, Nancy Martel, repeatedly mentioned the
riots during her walk-throughs, and visitor responses became even more impassioned.132
“Mining the Museum” also coincided with the 500th anniversary of Christopher
Columbus’ “discovery” of America. Half-way through the exhibition, on October 12th, 1992,
protests took place throughout the country, as well as across Latin America. Days earlier, a
couple of films commemorating Columbus and his voyage to America had been released,
including Christopher Columbus: The Discovery, from the makers of Superman, and Ridley
Scott’s 1492: Conquest of Paradise, starring Gerard Depardieu [Fig. 4.71]. Both films portray
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Columbus as a heroic protector of indigenous groups and gloss over his enslavement, torture and
genocide of Native-Americans. Whereas some protests in Latin America turned violent, those in
the U.S. were peaceful, and included marching, dancing, and drumming [Fig. 4.72].133 NativeAmericans were joined in their demonstrations by African-Americans, Hispanic-Americans, and
Asian-Americans. Marchers carried signs that said “500 years of resistance,” “Let’s not celebrate
an invasion,” and “Columbus didn’t discover America, he invaded it!” [Fig. 4.73, 4.74]. Various
cities, including Washington D.C. and San Francisco, abruptly canceled their parades, and in
Berkeley, California, Columbus Day was changed to “Indigenous Peoples Day.” Although
Wilson’s planning for “Mining the Museum” predated these events, his inclusion of NativeAmerican histories in the exhibition suggests that the quincentennial was on his mind during the
show’s initial stages.
Not a month after these protests, on November 3rd, 1992, the country experienced a
significant change in its political landscape: the incumbent President, Republican George H. W.
Bush, was unseated by Democrat Bill Clinton, who won with a plurality of the vote and an
overwhelming Electoral College margin. Although it is impossible to measure the effects of such
interventionist exhibitions, and it would be foolhardy to credit them with influencing a change of
this magnitude, it is clear that they had a significant impact on their viewers. “Mining the
Museum” closed just eight days after Clinton took office on January 20th, 1993, bringing to a
close a dozen years of Republican rule.134
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Conclusion: Second Wave Institutional Critique
The language of subversiveness has been integral to many of the artist-curated exhibition
thus far explored. Although there is no indication that such interventionist exhibitions were
influenced by the roughly contemporaneous “Artist’s Choice” shows discussed in the previous
chapter, the two sets often shared an unorthodox spirit. Indeed, akin to other artist-curated
exhibitions, those examined here adopted unconventional methods of display. They did not
adhere to modern standards, but rather sought to transform their spaces into such diverse
environments as a public school classroom, a library, or a non-profit office. Sometimes they
quoted historic exhibitions, while other times they comprised shocking, but instructive
juxtapositions. However, in contrast to the exhibitions hitherto discussed, they comprised a wider
diversity of contents, often combining texts, including informational pamphlets and agitprop
material, with non-art objects, ranging from grocery items and mass circulation magazines in
“Democracy,” to slave shackles and a whipping post in “Mining the Museum.”
However, what most sets these interventionist exhibitions apart from previous artistcurated exhibitions is that they had very specific didactic agendas. They sought to impart certain
lessons and messages to their viewers, to instruct them about social and political injustices in the
hope of affecting consciousness and eventually social change. The type of didacticism they
encouraged, however, is distinct from the pedagogical models of museum education
departments. Instead of reproducing an authoritative kind of pedagogy consisting of students and
teachers, they sought to foster a non-hierarchical learning environment of co-participants; to
engage their public in a dialogue (sometimes literally, as in the town hall meetings and forums
organized by Group Material and Rosler); and to question the supposed truths advanced by the
U.S. government and its institutions alike. Like their “Artist’s Choice” predecessors, they strived
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to distance themselves from the predominant models, to renounce the linear, masterful, and
taxonomizing voice of the museum. Nevertheless, it was the very pedagogical quality of these
exhibitions that was, in numerous instances, criticized by members of the press. It seems a
predictable irony that in the 1970s and ’80s artist-curated exhibitions were censured for their
supposed lack of didacticism, but then in the late ’80s and ’90s they were disparaged for being
too instructive (or, in the case of Kosuth, commended for limiting their didacticism). Such an
about-face in critical assessment discloses the perpetuation of biases around the roles of curators
and artists, but it also suggests that the qualities most prized from exhibitions of art began to shift
between these decades, moving away from education and towards subjectivity—a change that
will be further examined in the following chapter.
It is my contention that such interventionist exhibitions accord with what has been
described by some scholars as the “second wave” of institutional critique. In contrast to the “first
wave,” which grew out of the political unrest of 1968 and critiqued the structures and logic of art
institutions, underscoring the discrepancies between their theoretical premise and their actual
operation, the “second wave” emerged in the neoconservative climate of the 1980s and expanded
its critique to include institutions and issues beyond the art museum or gallery. This shift has
been theorized by several scholars, including art historian James Meyer, who, in his insightful
article “What Happened to Institutional Critique?” posits that by the mid 1980s, the type of
critique associated with the “first wave” had become institutionalized and a tradition in its own
right, “yet, at the moment of its attenuation, institutional analysis began to interrogate an
expanded site: other institutions (natural history museums, historical societies, zoos, parks), other
sites, were explored.”135 Curator Simon Sheikh, too, has asserted that beginning in the 1980s the
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institutional framework became expanded to include other spaces and practices besides the art
institution.136 This expanded site, I argue, comprised not only material institutions, but also less
tangible social and political issues, such as homelessness and government censorship.
One could argue that such interventionist exhibitions were not really interventions at all.
After all, the artists were welcomed by their hosts, and their critique was aimed less at these
institutions than at larger socio-political issues. Nevertheless, the museum as a site of inquiry and
as a focus of critique was not entirely displaced during this second wave. As Meyer contends,
“the art institution [was] hardly abandoned.” Rather, it became one of many sites of
investigation, “a site positioned at the intersection of discursive fields, an institution among
institutions.”137 Group Material, Rosler, and Wilson were undeniably critical of their sites.
However, in contrast to Warhol, who had an oppositional relationship to his host museum, they
mobilized the reputations of their respective institutions to address larger issues.138
By expanding the scope of their critique, this second wave also engaged more directly
with a wider and more diverse audience. Although first wave practitioners, such as Broodthaers,
sought to provide audiences with a more democratic experience of the museum and to forge a
type of artistic identity distinct from the singular genius, this was undertaken in an esoteric,
conceptual register, often challenging to the viewer. Second wave practitioners, however, sought
to include and activate their audiences to such a degree that they often abnegated their own
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singular authorship in favor of a more collective form of action. Many of the artists that are the
focus of this chapter were critical of the audience’s alienated relationship to both exhibitions and
museums. As a result, they made it a priority to reach out to communities of people usually
excluded from art spaces, oftentimes bringing them into the making of the exhibition itself. Their
interventions were therefore more inclusive, interactive and performative than those of their
predecessors.
Although I situate these interventionist exhibitions in the second wave of institutional
critique, it is important to understand that the latter is not a historical movement so much as a
strategy or “analytical tool,” a method of spatial and political criticism that can be applied to any
site, organization, or set of relations.139 It seeks not only to identify and disclose what is
hierarchical and unjust about its subject, but also to problematize and upset that hierarchy.140
What has changed from the first to second wave is the context, and, as a result, the object of the
critique and the manner in which the critique is undertaken. Seeking to critically intervene in the
relations of power, the interventionist exhibitions examined in this chapter cannot be separated
from the specific context of U.S. politics, in which numerous civil rights, including the right to
freedom of speech and the right to housing, were under threat. It is no coincidence that most of
my case studies cropped up in close succession in the same geographical area—namely, in the
contentious neo-conservative Reagan/Bush years of the late 1980s and early 1990s on the East
coast. It was against this shared adversary that a number of socially-engaged artists and several
otherwise traditional or conservative institutions came to be working in unison.
As has often been the case, such interventionist exhibitions had a profound impact on the
work of professional curators. Take, for instance, the 1993 Whitney Biennial. Overseen by
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curator Elisabeth Sussman, it was one of the most inclusive and ethnically diverse biennials in
the Whitney’s history, foregrounding work that tackled the country’s most pressing issues: the
AIDS crisis, the NEA controversy, rising poverty, as well as class, gender, sexual, and racial
inequality.141 In contrast to previous iterations, it presented few paintings, featuring instead a
great deal of video work, including Chicana filmmaker Lourdes Portillo’s Columbus on Trial
(1992), a satirical piece made in protest of the quincentennial anniversary of Columbus’ arrival
in America, as well as videos addressing such topical subjects as the Persian Gulf War and the
Anita Hill and Clarence Thomas controversy.
Even more than video, the biennial gave prominence to installation artworks by Wilson,
Lorna Simpson, Janine Antoni, Pepón Osorio, Renée Green and Glenn Ligon, among others.
Green, for her part, presented Import/Export Funk Office (1992–3), a library/archive focusing on
how U.S. hip hop culture was disseminated and transmuted in Germany; while Ligon contributed
Notes on the Margin of the Black Book (1991–93), an installation of Mapplethorpe’s homoerotic
photographs of nude black men to which he added comments from a variety of political and
cultural voices [Fig. 4.75, 4.76]. Akin to the interventionist exhibitions examined in this chapter,
both Green and Ligon’s installations had a curatorial logic, combining visual and written
readymade material into a didactic installation. Also analogous was the manner in which they
were received. Numerous reviewers complained that the artworks in the Biennial were too
didactic and pointed in their messaging. Kimmelman described Wilson’s installation as
“crushingly pedantic,” while Smith complained that “the art is often heavy with text” and
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nicknamed the exhibition the “Reading While Standing Up Biennial.”142 Meanwhile, the
curators’ decision to present a reading room stocked with socio-political theory and newspaper
clippings about contemporary political events only added to the show’s “didactic moralizing”
and critics “sense of being lectured at.”143 In addition to exhibiting artwork that was curatorial in
form, the biennial’s organizers also took their cue from the featured artists. One of the most
controversial and unusual elements of the exhibition was its inclusion of Holliday’s ten-minute
video of the Rodney King beating. A bold departure from previous biennials, which had never
before included such explicitly political, non-art material, the video confronted viewers at the
entrance to the museum. Roberta Smith described the King footage as one of the biennial’s
“basic flaws.”144 Like the organizers of “MoMA2000,” the biennial’s curators overstepped their
boundaries, griped critics—namely, they took liberties with the type of material presented. This
criticism reaffirmed a familiar bias: whereas artists should be subjective, creative and nondidactic, curators ought to be objective and present artworks—and only artworks—in a didactic
manner.145
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Chapter 5: The “I” of the Artist-Curator

If the 1970s and 1980s witnessed the emergence of artist-as-curator programs in
historical, collection-based museums, then the mid 1990s and 2000s experienced the
proliferation and popularization of such exhibitions in contemporary, non-collecting institutions
that boast their devotion to “the art of our time.” The irony of this reversal should not go
unnoticed: the very strategies once implemented by historical museums to reenergize their aging
collections and render themselves more contemporary, have, since the 1990s, been adopted by
the most contemporary of institutions, Kunsthalles and ICAs. As a result, these once distinct
spaces—the museum of art and the contemporary art institution—have inched closer and closer
to one another, employing more or less the same methodologies, practices, and language.
This shift has its origins in the early to mid 1990s, when the Hayward Gallery’s National
Touring Exhibitions program (NTE), also known as “Hayward Touring,” began inviting
contemporary artists to organize exhibitions of drawing. Then, in the aughts of the twenty-first
century, several other non-collecting contemporary art institutions launched their own artist-ascurator programs. In 2006, for example, the Palais de Tokyo in Paris—“an anti-museum in
permanent transformation” founded in 2002 “for the artists of our time”—launched “Carte
Blanche,” a series in which artists are given free rein over the entirety of the Palais’ cavernous
space to organize exhibitions of their choosing.1 Established by the Palais’ then director MarcOlivier Wahler, the series produced such exhibitions as Ugo Rondinone’s “The Third Mind”
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(2007) and Jeremy Deller’s “From One Revolution to Another” (2009).2 Around the same time,
in 2007, the Institute of Contemporary Art in Philadelphia initiated its own series, resulting in
Christian Marclay’s “Ensemble” (2007), Virgil Martin’s “Set Pieces” (2011), and Kara Walker’s
“Ruffneck Constructivists” (2014).
In order to better understand this development, this chapter will examine the earliest such
program, which was established in the United Kingdom in 1991 by the Hayward Gallery’s NTE.
Inaugurated in 1968, the Hayward Gallery is a non-collecting contemporary art institution
housed in a Brutalist building in the Southbank Centre, a complex of art venues started in 1951
as part of the national exhibition and fair “Festival of Britain” on London’s South Bank.
Originally funded and administered by the Arts Council of Great Britain, an arts organization
established in 1946 by royal charter to promote and maintain British culture across the country,
the Hayward has been managed by the Southbank Centre since 1987.3 Although the history of
the NTE—a program that tours exhibitions of art across the United Kingdom—predates this
administrative shift, around these years it added a new, and influential, feature to its program: in
1991, it began inviting contemporary British artists to curate exhibitions.
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This chapter will demonstrate that many of the artist-curated exhibitions that have
emerged from the NTE series over the last two decades contrast with earlier artist-curated
exhibitions, not only in their form but also in their relationship to the public, their sentiments
about pedagogy, and their approach to authorship: whereas the interventionist exhibitions
examined in the previous chapter transformed their spaces into sites of inquiry, often combining
visual and textual material in unconventional ways to address salient socio-political issues, the
artist-curated exhibitions that are the focus of this chapter were less pointed and more
ambiguous. They did not target an issue or have a specific theme, and they purposely rejected
any type of didactic or interpretive material, often obfuscating both their objectives and
contextual information about the works on display by omitting walls labels and explanatory
texts. Rather, these exhibitions evinced a more romantic impulse: they were often speculative,
poetic, conceptually meandering, and subjective, reflecting the vagaries of their author’s
sensibilities. Furthermore, in contrast to their institutional critique predecessors, who embraced a
more collective form of authorship and made efforts to engage with diverse audiences, the artistcurators discussed here adopted a more traditional form of authorship that privileged the
individual voice.
One might ask: how can this shift toward subjectivity be reconciled with the “educational
turn” that surfaced in the 1990s? It is my contention that the two “turns” emerged side by side.
Both grew out of the rise of neoliberalism and sought to distance themselves from the hegemonic
models of display and production of knowledge of institutional structures, to avoid their
foreclosed meanings and masterful production of expertise, and to engage with audiences more
directly.4 However, whereas the educational turn is an extension of the interventionist exhibitions
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examined in the previous chapter (and has strong ties to the “social turn”), seeking to engender
alternative educational models and to help counter the adverse effects of neo-conservative
policies through a critical awakening of society, the turn toward subjectivity, I argue, emerged
from the debris of the young British artists (yBas), a loose association of artists who, for the most
part, repudiated any type of pedagogy or predetermined interpretation of their work, embracing
at once the neoliberal concept of the entrepreneurial self and a conservative populist model.5
In light of these distinctions, it may appear that the NTE artist-curated exhibitions have
less in common with interventionist exhibitions than they do with earlier artist-as-curator
programs, such as “The Artist’s Eye” and “Artist’s Choice” (examined in chapters 2 and 3),
which, as their titles imply, were meant to foreground the particular perspective, viewpoint, and
voice of the artist. But while the exhibitions that resulted from those earlier programs were
frequently described as idiosyncratic, subjective, and personal, they were not autobiographical or
diaristic. They were considered subjective because they repudiated the once widespread
conception of curating as objective presentation, and their singularity arose from the unusual,
sometimes outdated modes of display they championed, and the atypical combination of objects
they showcased. By contrast, the exhibitions examined in this chapter did not significantly
deviate from or challenge existing display models. Instead, their idiosyncrasies arose from the
unusual and often unclear linkages between the objects exhibited, which, left unexplained, were
intended to encourage viewers to construct their own narratives, despite being ultimately rooted
in the personal sensibilities of their selectors.

http://tranzit.org/curatorialdictionary/index.php/dictionary/educational-turn; Kristina Lee Podesva, “A Pedagogical
Turn: Brief Notes on Education as Art,” Fillip 6 (Summer 2007), accessed July 16, 2018, https://fillip.ca/content/apedagogical-turn.
5
Paul O’Neill and Mick Wilson have likewise described some of the interventionist exhibitions examined in
Chapter 4, including Group Material’s “Democracy” and Rosler’s “If You Lived Here…”, as antecedents to the
“pedagogical turn.” O’Neill and Wilson, “Introduction,” in Curating and the Educational Turn, 20.
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This chapter is divided into three parts that chart the development of the NTE’s artist-ascurator series. The first examines the origins of the series’ artist-curated exhibitions, a program
that initially sought to foreground the under-appreciated medium of drawing, resulting in two
exhibitions, Deanna Petherbridge’s “The Primacy of Drawing” (1991) and Michael CraigMartin’s “Drawing the Line” (1995).6 I will demonstrate that these two exhibitions, though
outwardly similar, in fact had different ambitions: whereas the former was the product of indepth scholarly research and sought to construct a grammar of drawing, the latter was organized
more intuitively, according to the artist’s predilections and personal relationships. The second
section, “NTE Remodeled,” will examine the exhibitions organized in the wake of the program’s
changed remit, including Richard Wentworth’s “Thinking Aloud” (1998), Tacita Dean’s “An
Aside” (2005), and Mark Wallinger’s “The Russian Linesman” (2008). As the NTE program
jettisoned its focus on drawing and came to describe itself as a “laboratory for ideas” devoted to
“nurturing new curatorial approaches,” the artist-curated exhibitions it presented became
increasingly subjective, personal, and sometimes even autobiographical, often adopting
Surrealist, chance-based methods.7 The final section, “The Pronounced Subjectivity of the
Artist,” will examine London’s contemporary art scene in the 1990s as well as the power
relations between artists and curators at the time to investigate how and why the subjectivity of
the artist came to dominate artist-curated exhibitions in the late 1990s and 2000s.

6

Like many of the exhibitions examined in this dissertation, those explored in this chapter have not been the subject
of scholarly discourse. As a result, this chapter has relied almost exclusively on archival research, exhibitions
reviews, catalogues, and installation images, amongst other exhibition-related ephemera.
7
“Hayward Touring,” Southbank Center, 3 April 2012, accessed May 12, 2017,
https://www.southbankcentre.co.uk/about/touring-programme/hayward-touring/about.
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Drawing the Beginning: Deanna Petherbridge & Michael Craig-Martin
“Artists are moving into museums and the traditional distinction between artist and curator
has broken down,” declared Roger Malbert, Senior Curator of Hayward Touring, in his 1995
article “Artists and Curators.”8 Though seemingly foreboding, Malbert’s pronouncement was, in
fact, celebratory of the proliferating artist-curated exhibitions within art institutions. Coming on
the heels of the second installment of his NTE artist-as-curator program, his article speaks of the
creative potential of such exhibitions, which, he opines, are infused with the “private obsessions
and memories” of their “eccentric” authors.9
Four years earlier, however, when Malbert established the NTE program, his focus—and,
by extension, that of the program—was not on the ingenuity of artist-curated exhibitions or the
idiosyncratic figure of the artist-curator, but on the medium of drawing. The program invited
artists and writers with a special interest in drawing to organize exhibitions of the rich, but toooften overlooked history of the medium.10 As artist Michael Craig-Martin, one of the program’s
participants, remarked: “Drawings are the great secret of the arts. They are vast in number,
mostly unknown, often thought of as secondary, reproduced, and […] seldom seen.”11 Their
sensitivity to light and pollution means that they cannot be displayed often or for long periods of
time, and are usually confined to the rarefied context of the museum print room. The series
therefore sought to foreground a medium that was perceived to have been denied widespread
recognition but which was crucial to artists’ processes.

8

Roger Malbert, “Artists and Curators,” Museums Journal 95 (May 1995), 25.
Ibid.
10
According to Roger Malbert and his NTE co-founder, Joanna Drew (Director of the Hayward, 1987–1992),
drawings are rarely exhibited in a comprehensive manner outside of monographic or historical exhibitions, despite
their centrality to the visual arts. Joanna Drew and Roger Malbert, “Foreword,” in The Primacy of Drawing: An
Artist’s View (London: South Bank Centre, 1991), 5.
11
Michael Craig-Martin, Drawing the Line (London: South Bank Centre, 1995), 6.
9
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The first selector, artist Deanna Petherbridge, was true to the program’s mission [Fig. 5.1].
Her exhibition, “The Primacy of Drawing: An Artist’s View” (1991), focused on drawing as a
primal means of communication. An artist of South African origin known for her large, detailed
pen and ink drawings of visionary architecture, Petherbridge used her exhibitions to propose that
drawing is the seedbed of most fine art; it is so instinctive, so endemic to human beings, that it
predates writing [Fig. 5.2, 5.3].12 Featuring a broad selection of art from the Renaissance to the
present, the show borrowed from numerous institutional collections of drawing across the UK.
Amazed by the correspondences between drawings belonging to different times and cultures,
Petherbridge—like some of her artist-curator predecessors—adopted a transhistorical approach.
Instead of presenting her selections chronologically, she arranged them into a number of
discursive categories, such as “the classic contour” (outline drawings free of extraneous detail),
for which she paired an early sixteenth-century portrait believed to be of Anne Boleyn by Hans
Holbein the Younger with an eighteenth-century double portrait of a prince from the Jaipuri
school in India [Fig. 5.4, 5.5]. Similarly, in “the flexible brush,” a section devoted to the range
and subtlety of monochrome brush drawings, she juxtaposed a sepia wash landscape by French
Baroque painter Claude Lorrain with a mid seventeenth-century Japanese Zen drawing of a
crouching man [Fig. 5.6, 5.7].13
Although Petherbridge has described “The Primacy of Drawing” as “personalized and
visibly mediated,” her desire to “legitimise [her] instinctive assumptions” compelled her to
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Deanna Petherbridge, “Introduction,” The Primacy of Drawing: An Artist’s View (London: South Bank Centre,
1991), 7. “The Primacy of Drawing” made its first stop at the Bristol Museum and Art Gallery (September 21–
November 3, 1991), before touring to the City Museum and Art Gallery, Stoke on Trent (November 9–January 5,
1992), and Graves Art Gallery, Sheffield (January 11–February 23, 1992).
13
The most controversial of her categories, she maintains, was “the dumb line”—drawings favoring improvisation,
roughness, and “childlike simplicity”—for which she placed Paula Modersohn-Becker’s rudimentary sketch of a girl
seated in meadow, adjacent to a rough, unpolished drawing by Francisco Goya from his Locos series of a deranged,
hunchbacked man squatting over another’s head. Deanna Petherbridge, “Drawn In,” Museums Journal 95 (May
1995): 37.
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organize a didactic, research-driven exhibition, which some critics suggested was nearly
indistinguishable from an exhibition organized by a professional curator.14 On numerous
occasions, Petherbridge has disclosed the uncertainty with which she approached the task of
curating. Looking back on her experience years after the fact, she states that she was “amazed”
Malbert gave her the opportunity to curate an exhibition when she “only had the vaguest possible
notion of what [she] was going to do,” and that she was unsure whether anyone would be
persuaded by her “unacademic arguments;” after all, she explains, “the valorization of museum
objects is firmly located within scholarly discourse.”15 Although Petherbridge had written about
drawing in relation to her own practice, this was the first time she had really “looked
systematically and thought about the subject in general.” Anxious to say more than “I’ve chosen
such and such a work because I like it,” she plunged into an extensive period of research that
informed both the exhibition and its catalogue.16 In contrast to the case studies that follow, “The
Primacy of Drawing” was accompanied by comprehensive wall labels, characterized by a
synthesis of history, theory, technical information, and an extensive series of quotations on
drawing. Similarly, the show’s catalogue reads like a scholarly text; it is informative, brimming
with historical details, and Petherbridge’s voice—though not entirely absent—is unpronounced.
Over the following two decades, Petherbridge continued the research she had begun for The
Primacy of Drawing, turning her seventy-page catalogue into a five hundred-page tome
published by Yale University Press in 2010.17 The Primacy of Drawing: Histories and Theories
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Ibid.
Petherbridge, “Drawn In,” 37.
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Petherbridge, “Introduction,” The Primacy of Drawing, 7.
17
Petherbridge’s initial curatorial foray led her to organize another exhibition in conjunction with the NTE in 1997:
“The Quick and the Dead: Artist’s Anatomy” spanned five centuries of work related to the study of skeletons and
dissected bodies. This show, however, was not part of the NTE’s artist-as-curator series. Although the catalogue
mentions Petherbridge’s earlier exhibition, it does not include the customary paragraph on its artist-as-curator series.
Furthermore, by 1997, Petherbridge no longer identified exclusively as an artist; she was also a writer and curator.
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of Practice has been lauded by critics and described as a “wise and hard-wrought investigation”
of the history of drawing.18
Like “The Primacy of Drawing,” the second artist-curated NTE, Michael Craig-Martin’s
“Drawing the Line: Reappraising Drawing Past and Present” (1995), encompassed a wide-array
of drawings combined to unusual effect, but Craig-Martin was more subjective in his curatorial
approach, treating the exhibition as a continuation of his own artistic practice [Fig. 5.8]. Limiting
his selection to “line drawings”—works in which the line is paramount and there is little
modeling, shading, tone, cross-hatching, chiaroscuro, or wash—Craig-Martin selected over two
hundred drawings ranging from 4,000 BCE to the present. With examples from both the eastern
and western traditions, his selections included such disparate works as a carved plaque from
Stonehenge (c. 3000–1500 BCE), a series of early eighteenth-century sketches from the Sawar
School in Rajasthan, India, and a Suprematist drawing by Kazimir Malevich.
Routinely described as the “Godfather of Britart” for his role as a tutor at Goldsmiths
College (1974–1988, 1994–2000), Craig-Martin is best known for his reductionist line drawings
of mass-produced everyday objects—some of which are loaded with references to art history.19
Common History: Park (1999), for example, is a large, six-by-ten-foot painting of a red upturned
urinal, a lime green smoking pipe, two aquamarine cans, and a glass full of yellow liquid, all of
which are set against a fuchsia background [Fig. 5.9]. Despite its diverting pop colors, the work
clearly alludes to some of modern art’s most renowned artists associated with different
For a complete list of exhibitions organized by Petherbridge, see “Curated Exhibitions,” Deanna Petherbridge,
accessed January 12, 2017, http://www.deannapetherbridge.com.
18
Julian Bell, “Desire of the Line,” Times Literary Supplement (January 14, 2011), 8. Sandra Rothenberg likewise
praises Petherbridge’s book, describing it as an “extensive and thoroughly researched volume,” and Marion Arnold
calls it “a very impressive piece of scholarship”: “This tome ought to convince educationalists to take drawing very
seriously;” it is the product of “extensive archival searches” and “could only have been written by an erudite, mature
scholar.” Sandra Rothenberg, “The Primacy of Drawing: Histories and Theories of Practice,” Library Journal
(September 15, 2010), 70. Marion Arnold, “A Wise Book, Long Awaited,” The Art Book 17.4 (November 2010),
13–14.
19
Sue Hubbard, “Art on the Line,” New Statesman & Society 8.348 (April 14, 1995), 32.
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movements—Dada artist Marcel Duchamp (Fountain, 1917), Surrealist painter René Magritte
(The Treachery of Images, 1928–9), and Pop artist Jasper Johns (Ale Cans, 1964). The glass,
meanwhile, refers to An Oak Tree (1973), Craig-Martin’s infamous installation of an ordinary
glass of water, perched on a small glass shelf above head height, adjacent to a transcript of a
conversation between Craig-Martin and an imaginary critic in which Craig-Martin claims that
the glass has been transformed into a full-grown oak tree [Fig. 5.10]. Derided by critics in the
early 1970s as the “epitome of charlatanism,” An Oak Tree—like the other works cited in
Common History—not only consists of quotidian objects, but similarly toys with signifier and
signified.20
In light of the dialogue Craig-Martin arranged between his own work and that of his
predecessors in Common History, it is unsurprising that much of “Drawing the Line” consisted
of work that had impacted Craig-Martin either professionally or personally. In his introduction to
the exhibition’s catalogue, Craig-Martin explains that although drawing has been central to his
practice for many years, when he started organizing “Drawing the Line” his understanding of the
history of drawing “was quixotic and haphazardly focused, the result of personal interests and
the accidents of [his] own history.”21 But instead of embarking on a grand study of the medium’s
history, as had Petherbridge, Craig-Martin drew upon his existing knowledge and his particular
strengths as an artist to determine the show’s form and content. “Drawing the Line,” he asserts,
was “highly personal;” it “relate[d] directly and obviously to my own work and interests,” and
“chart[ed] my own life as an artist.”22 More than half of the works in “Drawing the Line” date to
the twentieth century, and a number of them presage Craig-Martin’s own practice, such as Man
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John A. Walker, “1974: The Oak Tree That Looked Like a Glass of Water,” Art & Outrage: Provocation,
Controversy and the Visual Arts (London: Pluto Press, 1999), 70.
21
Craig-Martin, Drawing the Line, 6.
22
Ibid.
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Ray’s 1936 drawing of an oversized safety-pin floating amidst clouds and sky above a
picturesque countryside, Roy Lichtenstein’s 1961 drawing of a couch he found so “mechanical
and unsympathetic” he could not help but draw it, and Richard Hamilton’s 1965 reproduction of
Duchamp’s Chocolate Grinder [Fig. 5.11–5.13].23 The exhibition also included works by Joseph
Albers (with whom Craig-Martin took a course on freehand line drawing); Eva Hesse, Robert
Mangold, and Brice Marden, fellow Albers’ students and near contemporaries of Craig-Martin;
as well as Julian Opie and Damien Hirst, Craig-Martin’s former students at Goldsmiths College.
To these selections, Craig-Martin added one of his own works, an untitled tape drawing of
various tools and other objects [Fig. 5.14].
Although the installation of “Drawing the Line”—and sometimes its contents too—
changed from location to location, in every venue Craig-Martin arranged his selections to
underscore the connections, cross-references, and sometimes even disjunctions between works
past and present.24 Some of his juxtapositions were thematic, such as Albrecht Dürer’s Head of a
Man in Profile to the Left (1505) and Henri Matisse’s Young Woman with a Pearl Necklace
(1943), two profile portraits [Fig. 5.15, 5.16]. Other comparisons were based on formal affinities:
nearly five centuries apart, Leonardo da Vinci’s A Puzzle—Construction of Hollow Boxes (c.
1490s) and Carl Andre’s Drawing for ‘The Perfect Painting’ (1967) feature analogous geometric
patterns [Fig. 5.17, 5.18]. At yet other times, the correspondence between the works was the
23

Roy Lichtenstein quoted in Terry R. Myers, “Roy Lichtenstein: The Black and White Drawings, 1961-1968,” The
Brooklyn Rail, November 5, 2010, accessed January 31, 2017, http://brooklynrail.org/2010/11/artseen/roylichtenstein-the-black-and-white-drawings-1961-1968.
24
The installation of “Drawing the Line” varied at each venue not only because each space was differently
configured, but also because certain drawings were too fragile to be exhibited for the duration of the show’s entire
tour. As a result, Craig-Martin chose more than one work by certain artists. At the show’s first stop—Southampton
City Art Gallery (January 13–March 5, 1995)—the drawings were arranged in a series of rooms diminishing in size,
which, according to one critic, “suggested a linear and climatic progress.” In its second iteration, at Manchester City
Art Galleries (March 18–April 30, 1995), a reduced number of works were assembled into one room, which allowed
for a more intimate viewing experience with no distinct beginning or end. The largest form of the exhibition took
shape at Whitechapel Art Gallery, London (July 7–September 10, 1995), right after it was exhibited at Ferens Art
Gallery, Hull (May 13–June 25, 1995). Nicola Kalinsky, “London, Whitechapel Art Gallery: Drawing the Line,”
Burlington Magazine 137 (July 1995): 472.
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quality of line—as in Jasper Johns’ 1960 study 0 through 9 and Luca Cambiaso’s 1550 sketch
The Flagellation, which, Craig-Martin contends, are composed of comparably energetic and
intense marks [Fig. 5.19, 5.20].25 The purpose of this exercise was to underscore how modern the
drawings of the past now appear: The work of Rembrandt, he maintains, can speak directly to the
work of twentieth-century artists because the qualities most prized in the twentieth century—
individuality, innovation, spontaneity, experimentation, directness, simplicity, expressiveness,
and fragmentation—have always been present in art, but were previously not considered worthy
of serious consideration. Craig-Martin adds: “The present influences the past more than the past
influences the present.”26
The logic behind certain juxtapositions, however, is unclear. For example, adjacent to
Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres’ traditional 1816 pencil portrait of Sir John Hay and his sister
Mary, Craig-Martin placed a minimal, abstract ink drawing by Agnes Martin from 1990,
consisting of rows of horizontal lines against an empty backdrop, reminiscent of a blank sheet of
music paper [Fig. 5.21, 5.22]. Cognizant that such a comparison might raise eyebrows, CraigMartin made sure to address it in his catalogue essay. The differences between the Ingres and
Martin drawings, he wrote, are “obvious;” however, they share a number of important
characteristics: “the pervasive sense of calm and order, the restrained passion, the exceptional
subtlety and sensitivity of their use of line.”27 Martin’s description perhaps overcompensates for
a comparison that one critic observed was deliberately “intuitive.”28 No matter how peculiar
Craig-Martin’s juxtapositions, critics found them enlightening, writing, for instance, that
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“regardless of period,” the pieces work “like singers in harmony, creating something more than
their individual parts.”29
In an effort to allow viewers to invent their own narratives and draw their own
conclusions about the works on view, “Drawing the Line” did not include any wall texts or
labels. In their lieu, booklets outlining only necessary details—e.g., artist, title, date—were
supplied. Visitors, according to critic Nicola Kalinsky, were “invited to look closely, but not told
what to see.”30 They were encouraged to forge connections using their sharpness of mind and
visual faculties, rather than relying on the expository texts customarily provided by the so-called
custodians of art. For this reason, argues Kalinsky, “Drawing the Line” not only appealed to a
wide variety of people—“many of whom might feel intimidated or repelled by a more
conventional exposition”—but it also challenged the “laziness” of the habitual viewer.31 In other
words, by dispensing with the kinds of texts meant to elucidate the artist’s intentions, CraigMartin sought to hand over the interpretation of the show to viewers.
In the reception of “Drawing the Line,” much is made of the distinction between the
curatorial approach of professional exhibition makers (i.e., institutional curators, scholars, etc.)
and that of artists. Although such statements are prevalent in reviews and other secondary
sources, they take their lead from Craig-Martin’s own catalogue text. In it, he divulges that when
he was invited to take part in the NTE series, he was asked to organize his exhibition specifically
“as an artist”—a request he had no difficulty fulfilling.32 Indeed, Craig-Martin describes
“Drawing the Line” as an extension of his own practice: “The experience of selecting,
organizing, and hanging this exhibition has been for me like making a work of art, and I have
29

Hubbard, “Art on the Line,” 32. Another critic described Craig-Martin’s decision to hang a Philip Guston drawing
next to a Modigliani as a “stroke of genius.” Peter Ackroyd, “Drawing the Line,” Modern Painters 8.3 (Autumn
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30
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Ibid.
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thought of it as such. It is the result of the same mix of instinct, careful planning and fortuitous
accident.”33 But Craig-Martin’s thoughts on the subject do not end there; he maintains that artists
look at, and consider, works of art differently than historians, critics, collectors, curators, and
dealers. While the former are always explicit in their partisanship, the latter feign objectivity. But
the latter, too, have prejudices, agendas, frustrations and limitations—they just remain
unacknowledged. It is therefore disappointing, he writers, that people “treat artists with
scepticism, while giving credence to the views of art’s ‘secondary’ interpreters.”34 According to
the show’s reviews, critics were ready to agree with Craig-Martin, praising Drawing the Line
because of its subjective, non-didactic form.35 Kalinsky, for instance, contends that Craig-Martin
was “more overtly personal and less constricted” in his choices than the usual curator. As a
result, the exhibition was “an attractive and fresh alternative to the narrative and didactic method
of most exhibitions.”36 Equally enthusiastic was Sue Hubbard, who similarly concluded that the
show’s “fluid, non-didactic form, with its emphasis on individuation and exploration” is
especially suited to “our post-modern culture.”37
The similarities between Petherbridge’s and Craig-Martin’s exhibitions are clear. Both
focused on the neglected medium of drawing, presenting a large breadth of work that spanned
33

Ibid., 7.
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centuries. However, aside from their surface likeness, the two exhibitions were the products of
different methods and, correspondingly, had disparate ambitions. Although Petherbridge, like
Craig-Martin, had only a limited understanding of the history of drawing at the outset of her
curatorial sojourn, she, unlike Craig-Martin, compensated for her shortcoming by immersing
herself in an extensive period of study, during which she familiarized herself with the principal
currents of thought on the medium of drawing. Using the insights she gained during her archival
research, Petherbridge made judicious selections, arranging them into numerous groups to form a
loose typology of line (i.e., mark-making). Modeling her show after “didactic” museum
exhibitions, she included lengthy wall labels describing each group in detail, which—in addition
to her instructive catalogue texts—evinced her ambition to establish a vocabulary and grammar
of drawing akin to those of painting and sculpture. Craig-Martin, conversely, made his selections
according to more subjective criteria. He chose works with which he felt an intimate connection,
usually because their maker, or the piece itself had impacted his artistic practice or personal life.
Although he, too, arranged his selections into compelling juxtapositions that stretched across
historical and geographic boundaries, his criteria were primarily formal. In contrast to
Petherbridge, he did not include explanatory wall labels, repudiating any type of didactic
supplement. Craig-Martin maintained that he wanted viewers to come up with their own
conclusions about the works on display—his own observations and motivations, nevertheless,
are detailed in the show’s eponymous catalogue. Critic Tim Hilton’s pithy comparison of these
exhibitions is worth quoting here, for it is at once telling and consistent with that of many other
critics and curators at the time:
Most drawing exhibitions are either specialized or have an educational air. Petherbridge’s
show contained many delights, but one felt that a teacher stalked behind the exhibits. No
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one will accuse Craig-Martin of being over-didactic […]. The show is intriguing precisely
because it has no intellectual or aesthetic purpose.38
In other words, although Petherbridge’s exhibition featured great work, its didacticism—shared
with more conventional, professionally-curated exhibitions—diminished its interest and
pleasurability. Preferable was Craig-Martin’s more enigmatic exhibition, the meaning of which
resided in the artist himself.
The differences between these two exhibitions—and by extension their curatorial
approaches—corresponds to a contemporaneous debate about the state of British contemporary
art and its relationship to the country’s art education system, which pitted against each other the
discipline of drawing and the Duchampian doctrine of the ready-made via Pop Art. This debate
has its origins in the mid 1960s, when life drawing classes were eliminated from the curricula of
art schools across the United Kingdom. Around the same time, plaster casts of ancient
sculptures, from which students first drew the human figure, ceased to be used for teaching, and
the emphasis on “gradual investigation and development” in drawing was displaced by “instant
executive decisions.”39 Three decades later, in the mid 1990s, advocates of the medium of
drawing argued for its resurgence, and the NTE series was one of numerous efforts aimed at such
reform.40 However, as some contended, drawing never had a chance. In 1995, the same year as
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Craig-Martin’s exhibition, conservative art critic Brian Sewell penned “The End of the Line,” a
polemical article in which he explains why drawing’s comeback was dead on arrival:
Drawing has no future because painters have been replaced in critical esteem by the ilk of
Gilbert and George, Damien Hirst, Rachel Whiteread and the terrible Wilson twins, who
offer us instead of the inheritance of Michelangelo and Titian, photographs of rubbish,
totem turds, dead lambs and dormant women, the fetishes and shibboleths of exclusive
critics and curators with whom the power and the patronage now lie.41
Sewell’s statement, though inordinately reactionary, is not without reason. Over the last halfcentury, contemporary art institutions have increasingly marginalized graphic artists who
prioritize the labor of trial, study, and examination, while foregrounding artists who work in a
Duchampian tradition.42 Accordingly, Petherbridge’s exhibition has largely been written out of
the history of the NTE artist-as-curator program, which rapidly abandoned its focus on drawing
after Craig-Martin’s exhibition.
In the mid 1990s, the NTE program amended its directive: no longer concerned with
recovering a slighted medium, it now sought to dismantle customs of exhibition display.
According to Susan Ferleger Brades (director of the Hayward, 1996–2004), the series intended to
“unlock habitual assumptions about the presentation of works of art and the conventions of
exhibitions” through the “enquiring spirit and eye” of the artist-curator.43 Artists, she contends,
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“invariably interpret the task of making an exhibition as an extension of their own practice.”44 As
a result, their exhibitions are doubly revelatory—both for what they reveal about the practice of
exhibition making, and for what they tell us about the practice of the artist.
As the following case studies will demonstrate, the exhibitions that emerged from this
remodeled program followed Craig-Martin’s example. Each was more subjective than the last.
Those responsible were first-time artist-curators who often made their selections intuitively—
according to their predilections and personal experiences. Acting as bricoleurs, they amassed a
diverse range of objects, combining them in unusual ways to form what many considered to be
extensions of the artist’s practice, or “meta-artworks.” In more than one case, they put into
practice theories and methods of the Surrealist movement, such as “objective chance” and
“automatism,” to break with museological conventions and lend credence to their
decontextualized, non-chronological, athematic shows. Without explanatory wall labels or
accompanying brochures, these exhibitions both liberated and placed the onus on viewers to
construct their own narrative(s) about the works on view. The logic behind their selection was
nevertheless divulged by their artist-curators in accompanying catalogues, which at times read
like diaries or journals, relating the biographical details and fortuitous encounters that led to the
show’s content. In light of the numerous parallels between these exhibitions, it stands to reason
that a certain type of artist-curated exhibition— explicitly unconventional and, above all,
subjective—was encouraged and cultivated by the NTE program, eventually becoming a
convention in its own right.
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NTE Remodeled: Richard Wentworth, Tacita Dean, and Mark Wallinger
Following in Craig-Martin’s footsteps, English sculptor Richard Wentworth, the first
artist to participate in the remodeled NTE program, eschewed a didactic curatorial model in
favor of a more speculative, provisional, and personal approach. His exhibition, “Thinking
Aloud” (1998), presented a “thesaurus of objects,” an unorthodox and perplexing mixture of
artifacts, including a cardboard box of toy dinosaurs, a 1920s seascape by Winston Churchill,
five convex stainless steel security mirrors, a skateboard with camouflage grip, and a bird’s nest.
Amounting to nearly 200 items, Wentworth’s selections—artifacts, maps, plans, models, knickknacks, and semi-utilitarian objects—were as diverse as the sites from which they had been
sourced: historical museums, factories, laboratories, libraries, and archives. In the minority were
the types of objects that one expects to find in an exhibition: “bona fide art-works,” as one critic
put it.45 Although the greater part of Wentworth’s selections date from the twentieth century,
collectively they share no single unifying theme beyond period.
To determine the show’s content, Wentworth used the act of “thinking aloud.” As
Malbert notes, “thinking aloud” is a “provisional mode of discourse, in which ideas can be
tested, contradicted or rearranged.”46 Wentworth took inspiration from the Surrealist doctrine of
hasard objectif (‘objective chance’), proposed by the French poet and self-appointed leader of
the movement André Breton, for whom it denoted a means of liberating the psyche from reason
by leaving oneself open to chance encounters.47 References to the Surrealist movement abound
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in the catalogue of “Thinking Aloud.” Malbert, for instance, likens Wentworth’s process to the
“Surrealist faith in the unconscious as a source of revelation,” and to the movement’s belief that
thought is “made in the mouth.”48 Another contributor, Nick Groom, a Professor of Literature at
the University of Exeter, describes “Thinking Aloud” as a workshop in which Wentworth played
the role of a “captivating Surrealist patenter.”49 As in much of his practice, Wentworth seems to
have drawn on the avant-garde movement for its liberating qualities, because, as he states, he
wanted to create “a different sort of exhibition—one with no fixed agenda.”50
With good reason, critics found it difficult to pin down the theme of “Thinking Aloud.”
Many remarked on its preoccupation with “first-thoughts.”51 The exhibition, after all,
commenced with a microscopic image of a firing synapse—a thought coming into being—and
included numerous prototypes and early models, such as Joseph Paxton’s first sketch of the
Crystal Palace rendered on pink blotting paper in 1850, a 1936 draft of Pluto the Dog from the
Disney studio, a patent drawing for the flip-top cigarette packet from 1939, and Frank Gehry’s
1997 model of the Weatherhead School of Management [Fig. 5.23, 5.24]. Wentworth himself has
stated that he wanted to explore how an initial idea, still fluid and malleable, is transformed into
a concrete, material object.52 But “first thoughts” only made up a fraction of “Thinking Aloud.”
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Reviewers also commented on its interest in death and war.53 Borrowing heavily from the vaults
of the Imperial War Museum, the show featured an abundance of military ephemera, such as
Percyval Tudor-Hart’s original camouflage fabric patterns from 1917, a World War II-era
woman’s outfit, and a briefing model for the D-Day Normandy landings, among other related
items, including fake guns, hunting gear, a pack of dynamite, and a toy model of an explosion
[Fig. 5.25] Perhaps one of the most compelling explanations was hinted at by critic Andrew
Mead, who suggested the exhibition was also about the materiality and fate of objects. “Do they
die too?,” he asked.54
However, there were always exceptions to the themes in which the show appeared to be
invested. These oftentimes consisted of contemporary artworks, many of which were by
Wentworth’s generation of British sculptors or younger figures associated with the young British
artists (yBas), for whom Wentworth was a key influence.55 Examples of the former group
include a 1997 wood and epoxy resin abstract sculpture by Richard Deacon as well as Tim
Head’s 1984 photograph of a cityscape made of dildos and other consumer products; of the
latter, a box of drawings by Gary Hume, Ceal Floyer’s 1996 sculpture of an air-filled garbage
bag, Julian Opie’s 1998 screenprint of a computer-modified landscape, and works by Lucy
Gunning and Rachel Whiteread [Fig. 5.26–5.28].56

53

See Ian Hunt, “Thinking Aloud: Kettle’s Yard,” Art Monthly, 223 (February 1999), 22–3; Barrett, “Richard
Wentworth’s Thinking Aloud”; Lubbock, “Richard Wentworth Thinking Aloud,” 122.
54
Mead, “The World Seen in Open-Ended Ways,” 51. Critic Nick de Ville similarly proposed that “Thinking
Aloud” stressed the “materiality of stuff.” However, he took this line of argument one step further, suggesting that
the show was a “polemic about ecology” and an “anti-entropic enterprise.” Nick de Ville, “Unfinished Business,”
Contemporary Visual Arts 22 (January, 1999), 58.
55
Wentworth taught at Goldsmiths College from 1971 to 1987, where he “co-masterminded the notorious
‘Goldsmiths Course’” that launched the yBa phenomenon of the 1990s. Mark Hudson, “Richard Wentworth: the
invisible man of British Art,” The Telegraph, February 10, 2015, accessed February 27, 2017,
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/art/art-features/11401173/Richard-Wentworth-interview.html.
56
Critic Tom Lubbock stated that the artworks in “Thinking Aloud” were “slightly irrelevant.” Lubbock, “Richard
Wentworth Thinking Aloud,” 122.

251

Wentworth’s installation for “Thinking Aloud” deliberately left the relationship between
different works ambiguous in order to provoke “more open-ended ways of looking.”57
Reviewing the show at its first stop, the University of Cambridge’s Kettle Yard, Mead described
the space as “crammed,” with Wentworth using “all likely (and some unlikely) spaces to
challenge assumptions about value, conventions in looking, and expectations of meaning.”58
Installation photographs of the show corroborate Mead’s description. Wentworth displayed
objects directly on the floor, in corners, and in clusters, placing, for instance, the 1978 prototype
for James Dyson’s vacuum cleaner on a high narrow ledge [Fig. 5.29–5.32]. Like Craig-Martin,
he did not provide wall labels, considering them to be instruments of control that impose a
particular understanding or narrative about the works on view, and that inhibit viewers from
generating their own interpretations:
I am not interested in being illustrative or didactic. Part of the predicament in presenting a
show is to keep this fluidity and open-mindedness, where meanings are fugitive and things
can coalesce in different ways. I think there is often a spurious authority at work in
exhibitions, where the label dictates to the viewer and narrows the margins for an
individual response.59
Wentworth has often compared the act of moving around an exhibition to that of walking down
the street, arguing that the former would benefit from being treated more like the latter: people
are accustomed to responding to a slew of different aesthetic values on the street, yet when they
enter a gallery “they expect to be given an answer.”60 If Wentworth’s goal was to replicate in the
57

Wentworth, “Thoughts on Paper,” 8. “Thinking Aloud” grew from site to site, with new works added at each
venue. It was first installed at Kettle’s Yard, Cambridge, from November 7, 1998–January 3, 1999. Then it went to
Cornerhouse, Manchester from January 9–February 28, 1999, before ending its run at Camden Arts Centre, London
between April 9–May 30, 1999.
58
Mead, “The World Seen in Open-Ended Ways,” 51.
59
Ibid.
60
Wentworth quoted in Greenberg, “An inmate takes over the asylum.” Wentworth makes similar comments in the
catalogue for “Thinking Aloud.” He states: “In the street we are used to a confusion of images, messages and signs,
and we’re able to deal with this extraordinary variety of levels of expression of power and value. We’re mostly able
to navigate, making decisions, avoiding getting run over, noticing and making sense of things, editing them in our

252

gallery the profusion of imagery, and confusion, of the street, then he succeeded, for there was
no apparent logic to the manner in which he arranged his heterogeneous selections—a fact not
lost on reviewers. Mead described the show as a “kaleidoscope,” in which “the patterns
perpetually shift.”61 Ian Hunt commented that it was “hard to choose a way through the
exhibition,” while David Barrett called it “tangential” and “demanding.”62 But no one was
deterred. In fact, they all welcomed—even enjoyed—the challenge: “trying to work out its
linking principles is the show’s chief and irresistible pleasure.”63
The overall critical reception of “Thinking Aloud” was thus resoundingly positive—
perhaps because it managed to be about everything and nothing at once. Wentworth has been
vague in his descriptions of the show, maintaining that it was about “the way that some things
are like other things, and some things are different.”64 More illuminating is the statement he
made about his curatorial method, or, rather, lack thereof:
I never really knew what any of the connections were and I realised that one of the things I
run on is terror, the sheer terror that is probably quite typical of a lot of artists. I was filmed
at various stages of the installation and you can see some of the horror as I open crates and
exclaim, ‘Did I order this?’ It’s like going to all the restaurants you like eating in and
ordering everything, but then it all arrives in one place at one time.65
Wentworth, in other words, had no strict criteria for inclusion. He made his selections on a whim
and in a blind panic. In an attempt to give the exhibition some form and meaning, Groom
characterized “Thinking Aloud” by its lack of specificity, by its multi-directionality, and
own way. […] So why shouldn’t we be able to accept a similar variety of contradictions in an exhibition, to manage
the diversity and enjoy the fact that our experience is not the same as the next person’s?” Wentworth, “Thoughts on
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61
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enigmatic, unfixed theme: “it offers no totalising classification, but a series of trajectories that
lace across each other. The reader too takes lines of flight. There are no neat fits here—but
everything might fit, from that perspective. The mysterious properties of objects are deliberately
exaggerated.”66 Groom’s description of Wentworth’s exhibition recalls the aims and objectives
of many artist-as-curator programs, perhaps none more than MoMA’s “Artist’s Choice,” which
sought to deviate from the representation of art history as a single, progressive narrative.
However, what “Thinking Aloud” demonstrates is the drawback of such an objective when taken
to its extreme: the exhibition risks becoming nothing more than an assemblage of unrelated
objects.
If “Thinking Aloud” has meaning, it is in relation to Wentworth’s own artistic practice.
Wentworth first came to prominence in the 1970s, playing an important role in the “New British
Sculpture” movement, a loose group of artists, including Tony Cragg and Richard Deacon,
whose work was championed by Nicholas Logsdail at his Lisson Gallery. In the 1980s,
Wentworth became well-known for his assisted ready-mades, which, in contrast to the bronze
and steel sculptures of the preceding generation (think of Anthony Caro), reuse everyday,
preexisting objects in the world—examples include Shower (1984), a sculpture combining a
1950s table with a model ship’s propeller, and Yellow Eight (1985), two galvanized steel buckets
soldered together to produce a hybrid, figure-eight object filled with polished brass.67 Akin to
Craig-Martin’s work, Wentworth’s output not only draws on commonplace objects, which he
manipulates in unusual ways to reroute what and how they signify, but he also often directly
references Duchamp. Take, for example, Ifs and Buts (2005) and The Exceptionally Long Letter
(2010), two works that feature a galvanized steel bottle rack almost identical to that of
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Duchamp’s 1914 ready-made [Fig. 5.33–5.35]. Even in those pieces in which Duchamp is not
explicitly cited, the Dadaist lodestar looms large. A case in point is Wentworth’s ongoing
photographic series Making Do and Getting By, which has been likened to “Thinking Aloud” on
numerous occasions.68 Begun in 1971 and still ongoing, it comprises thousands of mundane
snapshots of objects displaced from their usual context and purpose, yet rendered functional in
new and unforeseen ways: a car door serves to mend a wire fence, a Wellington boot is used to
stop a door [Fig. 5.36, 5.37]. In other words, it records instances in which the relationship
between object and function, and consequently between function and meaning, have been
realigned. Meaning in these instances is no longer tied to the functionality of the object; instead,
it is altered by the strange, new function with which the object is mobilized. Unlike Duchamp,
however, Wentworth did not fashion these juxtapositions into existence himself. Rather, he came
across them by chance during his travels or while performing his daily routines in and around his
studio and home.69 The resulting photographs therefore are semi-diaristic, quasi-reportages of
Wentworth’s everyday reality filtered through his obsessions as much as his willful embrace of
chance.70 And much like “Thinking Aloud,” they are unpremeditated, incidental, and
serendipitous.71
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As is often the case with artist-curated exhibitions, numerous critics and pundits
considered “Thinking Aloud” to be an artwork in itself. Barrett, for instance, pondered: “Perhaps
all curators consider their shows to be meta-artworks, but this exhibition’s extreme
idiosyncrasies make such an opinion unavoidable.”72 Similar statements were also made in the
show’s catalogue, wherein Malbert used his “Introduction” to contrast Wentworth’s exhibition to
those of conventional museums. While the museum abides by standards of “historical judgment
and aesthetic decorum,” artist-curated exhibitions resist “historical orthodoxies and academic
specialisms,” and have the freedom to be “subjective.”73 For Wentworth—whose exhibition is
marked by “spontaneity,” “freedom,” and “irresponsibility”—the “curatorial certainties”
common to most exhibitions would prove inhibiting, just as an “unambiguous fixity of purpose”
would be unsuitable for the making of art.74 Yet Malbert contends that the differences between
professionally-curated exhibitions and artist-curated ones are not so fixed as to be immutable—
the former could be more like the latter if only curators jettisoned their characteristic “tidymindedness.”75 Again and again, he proposes that an exhibition is like a work of art: it, too, can
be “complex, ironic and contradictory.”76 In fact, hidden in the seams of most exhibitions, he
maintains, are the signs of a certain artistry. Nevertheless, however much Malbert argues for the
breaking down of barriers between artists and curators, Wentworth, like some of his
counterparts, upholds their distinctions. He rejects the label “artist-curator” as a “wretched
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expression,” unequivocally stating: “I’m an artist who has organized a show. I realise now that I
have never used the c-word.”77
English artist Tacita Dean shared Wentworth’s curatorial method, embracing
indeterminacy and “objective chance” to create her 2005 NTE “An Aside”—”the show without
an idea,” as one critic aptly described it.78 In contrast to Wentworth, however, who has
consistently had the concept of ‘objective chance’ applied to his work, Dean herself names the
Surrealist method as an influence. And yet she was not faithful to its rules, behaving, she
confesses, more like a “dilettante than a devotee.”79 In fact, she did not set out to create a show
based on Surrealist principles. The idea of framing the exhibition as an exercise in objective
chance came after the fact, as Dean explains: the show was created “through a meandering, illformed thought process where the minutest of incidents” can, and did, prompt “major
77
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decisions.”80 Dean’s point of departure was a piece that reflects her associative procedure, Lothar
Baumgarten’s I like it better here than in Westphalia, El Dorado (1968–76), a slide and audio
show of photographs and sounds collected over eight years without any clear idea of what the
work’s final outcome would be. When Dean asked Baumgarten if she could display his piece, he
told her an anecdote about its making: While taking photographs in a forest near Düsseldorf, he
came across a dog whose owner turned out to be the German artist Gerhard Richter. This
anecdote led Dean to the next work in the show, a self-portrait by Richter himself, which in turn
led to a series of portrait busts by and of artists, including Joseph Beuys. A separate conversation
with French artist Raymond Hains triggered a new line of inquiry into the relationship between
Duchamp, French novelist Jules Verne, and the phenomenon of the green ray.81 Dean’s route
therefore was not linear—one thing did not strictly follow another. Rather, it was organic,
intuitive, and rhizomatic, “sprout[ing] new shoots” at various points, which allowed Dean to go
“in diverse and conflicting directions.”82 The result of Dean’s serendipitous approach was an
eclectic group of work: seventy-five pieces ranging from the early 1930s to the mid 2000s, which
were so diverse in their content and form that “one would never imagine seeing [them]
together.”83
Although “An Aside” had no predominant theme, some critics searched for one. Eliza
Williams wrote about the prevalence of human intervention in nature, a motif she found in Kurt
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Schwitters’ painted stones from 1945–47, Sharon Lockhart’s 2003 film of farmers preparing the
ground for winter, and Paul Nash’s 1935 black and white photograph of a set of steps placed in a
field near Swanage [Fig. 5.38, 5.39].84 Samantha Lackey emphasized portraiture, citing not only
Walther Brüx’s 1946 bronze portrait-bust of Beuys and Beuys’ own androgynous self-portraitbust of a year later, but also Roni Horn’s 2002 double self-portrait drawing and Marisa Merz’s
peculiar sculptures of misshapen heads from the mid 1980s [Fig. 5.40–5.42].85 Max Andrews, on
the other hand, asserted that the show was pervaded by “a mood rather than an explicit theme.”86
He colorfully described “An Aside” as “a hothouse of suspicion and bluff that festered with an
off-key atmosphere of wayward anthropology,” and argued that Dean’s selection was so varied
that although an overriding theme seemed to hover in the air, it remained beyond everyone’s
grasp.87 Curator Mark Godfrey likewise spoke of the exhibition’s heterogeneity, but he also
pointed out that there was, in fact, one commonality to Dean’s choices: “her own sensibility. The
works in ‘An Aside’ all had in common the simple fact that Dean was drawn to them.”88
Arranged without a particular order in mind, “An Aside,” like many of its precursors,
asked viewers to take a free-associative stroll and forge their own connections between the works
on display—or, as some critics suggested, “fail to make them.”89 The show did not include
accompanying notes or informative wall panels and the installation did not reflect the sequence
in which they had been selected. Dean, in other words, let the art speak for itself. Installation
shots reveal that the display was minimal; it was, one might argue, loyal to the white cube
aesthetic, with works hung sparingly on the institution’s pale, undecorated walls. [Fig. 5.43,
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5.44]. However, even if the exhibition did not appear unconventional at first glance, it was far
from traditional in its arrangement. Instead of organizing her selections to illustrate a narrative or
argument, Dean deliberately left the connections between her choices elliptical and tangential.
According to the show’s press release, Dean, much like Wentworth, offered “an open-ended
journey in which numerous routes are possible.”90 This was confirmed by reviewers, who
described their experience of moving from one piece to another in ways that recall the
digressions of a dream or the act of negotiating a circuitous maze: “You wove the material and
conceptual strands of the heterogeneous objects before you until a work […] stopped you in your
tracks, sending thought whirling off in new directions.”91
What was elusive in the exhibition space was made clearer in the catalogue of “An
Aside,” where Dean narrates her curatorial journey, outlining the connections between her
selections in a highly subjective first-person account. In her frank introduction, Dean reveals that
her curatorial foray was influenced by her concurrent pregnancy, which restricted her mobility,
causing her to rely on “more internal and domestic mechanisms” to organize the exhibition, such
as conversations or her own experience and memory.92 The rest of the catalogue is divided into
short texts that in tone and form recall diary entries. Each one comprises a mixture of personal
recollections and historical facts, and often begins by recounting with whom and about what
Dean conversed during her numerous café rendezvous. One entry serves to explain how Dean
came to include Werner Herzog’s 1971 film Fata Morgana:
Again in Café de Flore, Raymond Hains gives us an invitation card to an exhibition he
recently had in a Breton railway station in Gaël. The show was called Fata Morgan—Le
Voyage Imaginaire. I show him a page from my notebook from a long time before where,
90
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by chance, underneath his name, I’ve scribbled the words ‘Fata Morgana’, ‘Herzog film’,
‘castles in the sky’.93
In a different entry, Dean weaves together a series of personal memories on the subject of shells,
pebbles and rocks before segueing into a discussion of Schwitters’ painted stones:
Watching people on a beach pocketing the pebbles and shells that catch their eyes, I
remember whimsically trying to imagine the minute but nonetheless actual migration of
stones by human carriage that must inevitably take place across the surface of the Earth. I
have brought back many stones from many places, but have always forgotten where I
picked them up or why. It is a rare stone that keeps its meaning. Once, when I had to move
houses, I was forced to leave my collection and left a pile of these decontextualized stones
on a London pavement. How poignant they looked having lost the affection that had
brought them there.94
As in much of the catalogue, there is a languorous quality to Dean’s writing. Sentimental and
reflective, it is suggestive of reverie and reads like an interior monologue or a stream of
consciousness, roving from one thought to another freely, connecting otherwise unrelated ideas
and subjects through personal observations, memories, and associations. Given the
autobiographical tone of the catalogue and Dean’s idiosyncratic method of selection, it is no
wonder that one reviewer described “An Aside” as “a very personal show that [was] strangely
not at all didactic,” while another asked: “could the exhibition be read as a display of Dean’s
interests, a kind of composite self-portrait made up of the work of other artists?”95 Numerous
critics, in fact, likened “An Aside” to a self-portrait. Lackey, for example, wrote: “the whole
exhibition could be read as a self-portrait or at least an autobiographical retelling of a journey of
discovery undertaken by Dean herself.”96
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“An Aside” was full of references to Dean’s “private preoccupations,” which,
unsurprisingly, are also at the core of her artistic practice.97 A peripheral figure of the yBa and a
nominee of the 1998 Turner Prize,98 Dean works in a variety of media, including installation,
artist’s books, found photography and blackboard drawings, but she is best known as a steadfast
advocate of the medium and materiality of analogue film, having made a large catalogue of
experimental 16 mm shorts.99 One example is Dean’s silent two-minute color film The Green
Ray (2001), for which she traveled to Madagascar to capture the rarely seen optical phenomenon
[Fig. 5.45]. Dean, who has long been fascinated by the green ray, included in “An Aside” several
works that also reference it, such as Horn’s 1995 photograph Untitled (Brink of Infinity) and
Peter Fischli and David Weiss’ 1991 installation Son et Lumière, Le Rayon Vert [Fig. 5.46]. Like
Dean’s atmospheric film, these works are inspired by Verne’s 1882 novel The Green Ray and
Eric Rohmer’s 1986 film of the same name. Portraiture has also been explored by Dean in many
of her long-take films, such as Mario Merz (2002), an intimate study of the Italian Arte Povera
artist made just months before he passed away, Boots (2003), a three-channel film installation of
an old family friend who walks around an abandoned villa in Portugal recounting past love
affairs, and The Uncles (2004), a seventy-seven minute film of two of her aging relatives sitting
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and talking about the British film industry.100 Dean’s greatest interest, however, is
obsolescence.101 This is evident not only from the places and subjects she chooses to explore, but
also from the outmoded technologies she insists on using—a category that includes both the 16
mm film stock to which she is so attached, as well as the clattering film projectors required to
exhibit these films. It is therefore befitting that Dean included in “An Aside” Rodney Graham’s
silent ten-minute 35 mm color film Rheinmetall/Victoria 8 (2003), in which Graham uses one
antiquated technology, a 1961 Victoria 8 film projector, to picture another, a 1930s German
Rheinmetall typewriter [Fig. 5.57].102
Beyond thematic and material concerns, “An Aside” shared with Dean’s practice an
associative procedure combining the artist’s own predilections and intuition with serendipity and
contingency. In his “Postscript” to the catalogue, Malbert is quick to argue this point. He states
that Dean’s “open-minded availability to chance is the antithesis of purposeful professionalism,”
once again likening an NTE to a work of art:
To invite an artist like Tacita Dean to curate an exhibition, as opposed to exhibiting her
own work, is to invite a renewal of the language and conventions of exhibition-making.
Where should the process begin, what should be chosen and why? The answers to these
questions are to be found in her practice as an artist. In other words, she has approached
this task as if she were making a work of art.103
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Indeed, in her introduction, Dean asserts that she has begun to recognize her “psyche” not so
much in the work of others, but in the connections between them.104 Her particular method of
working has made her a prime example of what Hal Foster calls an “archival impulse,” a term he
coined in 2004 to describe a growing number of contemporary artists who mine obscure
historical information—often through found images, objects, or text—which they then arrange
according to a “quasi-archival logic, a matrix of citation and juxtaposition” that appears to
“ramify like a weed or a ‘rhizome.’”105 In archival art, states Foster, there is a will “to connect
what cannot be connected,” an indication of paranoia—after all, what is paranoia, he writes, “if
not a practice of forced connections and bad combinations, of my own private archive…?”106 To
illustrate his argument, Foster describes the making of Dean’s 1994 installation and eight-minute
film Girl Stowaway (the same example Godfrey cites to demonstrate the similarities between
Dean’s artistic and curatorial process). As the story goes, while Dean was perusing a secondhand book in a flea-market, she found a photograph of an Australian girl named Jean Jeinnie
who in 1928 hid on a ship named Herzogin Cecilie bound for England [Fig. 5.48]. On a trip to
Glasgow, the photograph was lost along with Dean’s luggage at Heathrow airport, only to turn
up a week later at Dublin airport. After retrieving the photograph, Dean decided to fabricate a
1928 newspaper article about Jeinnie’s illicit voyage, and while conducting her research, she
began to hear the girl’s name everywhere—in a conversation about French novelist Jean Genet,
in David Bowie’s pop song “Jean Genie,” etc. Dean also found out that the ship on which Jeinnie
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had traveled had crashed at Starehole Bay on the Cornish Coast in 1936, which induced Dean to
visit the site of the wreck, and on the one night Dean spent there, a girl was murdered. In other
words, the development of this work—which included Dean’s film and article about Jeinnie’s
journey, a sleeve of Bowie’s record “Jean Genie,” the cover of a play by Jean Genet, and a
postcard of the ship, among other things—was meandering and coincidental, moving “through
unchartered research and to no obvious destination,” says Dean, “more like a journey through an
underworld of chance intervention and epic encounter.”107 This same fortuitous process was also
the driving force of her curatorial foray.
“An Aside” shared one other important attribute with Dean’s artistic practice: its title.
Many of Dean’s artworks are supplemented by anecdotal, largely autobiographical texts,
published in exhibition catalogues, that she calls “asides.” In theater, “an aside” refers to the
moment when an actor breaks the fourth wall, and thus the fictive illusion of the stage, by
turning away from his fellow actors to speak to the audience. Dean explains that “an aside is no
stage whisper but a decisive moment when an actor chooses to address the audience directly
whilst not affecting the action on stage.”108 In light of this, we can think of Dean’s show as her
way of speaking directly with the audience, without the usual intermediaries (e.g., wall labels)
that come between author and viewer. However, in her attempt to render the exhibition more
accessible and grant the viewer greater license to generate their own narrative, Dean falls into a
familiar trap: the exhibition only becomes more inscrutable and enigmatic. Were it not for her
entries in the show’s catalogue, it would be impossible to deduce the significance of the chosen
works and their relation to one another.
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Once again, however, it was the allusive and idiosyncratic character of “An Aside” that
garnered a deluge of critical praise. The Guardian’s chief art critic Adrian Searle, for instance,
argued that Dean’s “inspired combinations” prove that artists often make the best curators:
All too often, group exhibitions are a bore: strangled by “relevance” and a spurious
authority, the sense that some issue or other is being dealt with, definitively. These are
the bulwarks of the anxious curator. Artists often make the best curators, firstly because
they have a better feel and engagement with objects and images, secondly because they
are altogether quirkier, freer, by nature more interesting—which is why they are artists in
the first place. They think differently and have a more personal stake in looking at and
thinking about art.109
Writing in Artforum, Godfrey made similar statements, praising Dean’s “subjective” and
“intuitive” show for bringing out the “idiosyncrasies” in her selections and for “never reducing
her choices to bullet points in a curatorial argument.” Institutionally-affiliated curators, he wrote,
might be “envious” of Dean’s method. Although they might want to curate in a freer, more
subjective manner, they are restricted by directors, education departments, and marketing
managers seeking “big ideas, buzzwords, and selling points.” “Artists,” conversely, “have the
license they crave: Intuition, after all, is in their job description.”110
On the surface, Dean’s and Wentworth’s exhibitions were disparate—while the former
was sparse and featured a small group of twentieth-century artists, the latter was cluttered with a
mixture of art and non-art objects. The two, however, shared several methodological similarities.
Indebted to the Surrealist concept of objective chance, both exhibitions were organized
intuitively, without a particular direction or theme in mind. Free of didactic supplements, such as
wall labels and texts, they sought to encourage viewers to make their own judgments and devise
their own connections between the works on display. The relationships between the works,
however, were not arbitrary—they were grounded in the private preoccupations, personal lives,
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and artistic practices of Dean and Wentworth respectively. Praised precisely because of their
non-didactic, subjective approach, both shows were also accompanied by unconventional
catalogues. Wentworth’s catalogue featured “An Artist’s Manual,” a “freewheeling” essay by
Groom that vaguely touches on the show’s “thesaurus of objects.”111 Subdivided into numerous
sections that drift between some of the show’s amorphous themes, it drew heavily on
Wentworth’s comments and is described by Groom as “a collaborative effort,” which may
account for its unusual format and purple prose. Dean’s catalogue, on the other hand, was almost
entirely written by Dean herself and includes not only a personal introduction, but also a series of
anecdotal entries tying together the show’s contents through her own memories and idiosyncratic
insights.112 Unlike Wentworth’s catalogue, it has a distinctly diaristic composition. However, in
comparison to most exhibition catalogues, which typically serve as scholarly addenda, both
comprise idiosyncratic texts that reflect the associative procedures of their makers.
Akin to Dean’s “An Aside,” conceptual artist Mark Wallinger’s “The Russian Linesman:
Frontiers, Borders and Thresholds” (2009), the last NTE I will explore here, was also bound up
in the artist’s own personhood and artistic practice.113 Featuring approximately one hundred
works—a “bewildering array of objects from over two thousand years”—the exhibition was
catholic in its content.114 It included classical and minimalist sculpture, Renaissance prints,
seventeenth-century paintings, nineteenth-century photographs, YouTube clips, and four pieces
by Wallinger himself.115 Like previous artist-curated exhibitions, it was full of imaginative
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ahistorical juxtapositions, pairing, for instance, an eighteenth-century trompe l’oeil painting with
a Thomas Demand photograph, and a Roman bust of Dionysus with Renato Bertelli’s 1933
Continuous Profile (Head of Mussolini). So diverse were Wallinger’s selections that one critic
compared his experience of moving through the show to wandering around a Victorian curiosity
shop.116 As might be expected, reviewers wondered what the common thread was between the
exhibition’s heterogeneous assortment of objects, aside from the fact that Wallinger had selected
them.117
There is no simple answer to this question, because “The Russian Linesman,” like “An
Aside” and “Thinking Aloud” before it, was concerned with not one, but many themes.118 The
show’s title refers to the widely debated 1966 World Cup final between England and West
Germany, in which the linesman Tofik Bakhramov awarded the decisive goal to England—a
moment that was elusive and, for the purposes of the show, serves as a metaphor for the
uncertainty of vision. Building on this reference, the exhibition featured numerous works that
reveal or challenge visual perception, such as the stop-motion photography of Edward
Muybridge, and Bruce Nauman’s 1969 video Revolving Upside Down, a video in which the artist
appears to be rotating on his ceiling—an artifice he achieved simply by inverting the position of
his camera. Correspondingly, the exhibition also featured several acts of doubling, including the
two flamboyant flower arrangements in silk and plastic Wallinger had made for the exhibition, as
116
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well as William Pink’s 1834 cast of Smugglerius and an anonymous 1822 plaster cast of the
Dying Gaul, which echo one another in form [Fig. 5.49–5.51]. “Frontiers, borders, and
thresholds”—themes explicitly named in the show’s subtitle—were represented in the form of
Frank Good’s mid nineteenth-century photographs of the Wailing Wall in Jerusalem, Wallinger’s
stereoscopic depictions of the Green Line between Turkey and Greece, and Amie Siegel’s twochannel video installation Berlin Remake (2005), which juxtaposes scenes of East Berlin before
and after ’89 [Fig. 5.52].
In contrast to the show’s unorthodox checklist, its installation did not significantly
challenge or depart from convention. It was uncluttered, and, much like “An Aside,” assumed a
spacious, conventional modern hang. Although it featured wall labels, critics stressed that
viewers were encouraged to plot their own course through the installation.119 The peculiarity of
the show, some suggested, resulted not from its installation design, but from what its contents
amounted to: a work of art. Wallinger maintains that he conceived of the exhibition as “an
extended artwork—that’s the spirit in which it was made.”120 This accounts for its heterogeneous
content and unstructured form, since Wallinger, like many of his contemporaries, works by
following “hunches.”121
Although by 2009 it was hardly novel for an artist to describe their curatorial exercise as
an artwork (as so many of my earlier case studies attest), critics still underscored this shift. They
stressed the continued distinctions between exhibitions organized by artists and professional
119
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curators, setting these two figures and their curatorial approaches at odds with one another:
Whereas artists are free to experiment and often foreground their own subjectivity, curators are
constrained by convention and usually conform to a more traditional didactic model. It therefore
follows that the two also have contrasting relationships with their viewers: while the former is
considered more intimate and horizontal, encouraging viewers to think independently and
construct their own narratives, the latter is seen as more professional and hierarchical—curators
keep their audience at arm’s length, often informing them about the context and meaning of an
artwork.122 Such constrictive and oppositional formulations, however, not only ossify both the
positions of artists and curators, but they also ignore the history of experimental curating in
London in the late 1990s and 2000s, such as Hans Ulrich Obrist’s and Hou Hanru’s pulsing
exhibition “Cities on the Move” (1997), an intense examination of the impact of globalization
and hyper-urbanization in Asian cities, which was itself presented at the Hayward Gallery in
1999; or Jens Hoffmann’s “London in Six Easy Steps” (2005) at the ICA, for which he asked six
curators with distinct curatorial approaches to organize exhibitions about London’s art scenes in
order to create a “personal, subjective, and temporary” impression of the city’s diverse cultural
life.123
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And yet, the characterization of artist-curated exhibitions as explicitly subjective was
undeniably reinforced by Wallinger’s catalogue for “The Russian Linesman,” which reads like a
personal journal-cum-scrapbook and has been described as a “book in its own right.”124 Even
more than Dean’s catalogue, it deviates from tradition. It lacks, for instance, the kind of
plainspoken introduction Dean includes in An Aside, launching instead directly into Wallinger’s
subjective entries. Sixteen in total, they comprise a mélange of elements, including meandering
anecdotes about various global events Wallinger has witnessed. Often named after the time and
place of the event (much like a diary entry), they narrate the 1966 World Cup Final (which the
artist watched as a seven-year-old in a hotel television room), pre- and post-reunification
Germany, and the Northern Ireland conflict, among others [Fig. 5.53]. For instance, in an entry
titled “Berlin (i): Monday, 10 September 2001,” Wallinger recounts the twenty-four hours
leading up to 9/11, disclosing the eery connection between the work he had just begun, Four
postcards (2001), and the destruction of the Twin Towers:
I was walking around the Aviation-Centre, a shop on Kantstrasse in Berlin which has
models in many gauges of civil and military aircraft, and an encyclopedic collection of
postcards of every conceivable type of airborne craft. I bought four cards. At home, I used
a scalpel to fillet out the airplanes from the blue sky. I stuck a card on each of the four
walls of the living room so that the white walls voided the excised planes. The following
afternoon, Anna and I were sitting in the kitchen. The BBC World Service makes
oppressive listening at the best of times, so we decided to walk to the Bauhaus home store
for some inspiration. As we stood in line with our meagre purchases, I became aware that
the German reporter on the radio was sounding more than usually animated. I caught the
words “World Trade Centre…” “I think they’ve destroyed the Twin Towers.” “Don’t be
silly.” We went back to the apartment and there was a message from my sister, saying
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simply: “Turn on the TV.” I have a confession to make: I didn’t see the first tower
collapsing and I regret missing the spectacle. I took the postcards down from the walls.125
Wallinger’s entry breaks with convention in several overlapping ways: it is a resolutely firstperson account, it is confessional, and—not unlike Dean’s work—it uses coincidence to tie
otherwise unrelated incidents, solipsistically positioning Wallinger at the core of a calamity on
another continent, as well as suggesting that he somehow divined it. Wallinger rendered his
catalogue yet more idiosyncratic (and opaque) by interlacing amongst these recollections
quotations from such disparate figures as singer-songwriter Van Morrison, art historian YveAlain Bois, and Soviet ballet dancer Rudolf Nureyev; entire poems, by, for example, English
Romantic poet John Keats and Northern Irish poet Derek Mahon; images, primarily of pieces in
the show, but also of historical events; and yet other stories of memorable episodes from
Wallinger’s life, including his first memory of stage fright, his unsuccessful attempt to shoplift a
book as an adolescent, his close call with a mugger in New York in 1980, and his first job after
college in a communist-run bookshop named Colettes. As one critic put it, Wallinger’s entries
are “verbal peregrinations [which] sit somewhere between Chinese whisper, stream of
consciousness and revelatory expostulation.”126 Instead of clarifying the exhibition, the artist’s
words reinforce what Malbert calls “a unique, highly imaginative vision of the world.”127
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It therefore follows that if there was one prevailing theme to “The Russian Linesman,” it
yet again resides in the personal and idiosyncratic interests as well as life experiences of its
author—a hypothesis proffered by numerous critics.128 As one reviewer pointed out, welcoming
visitors to the show was a recording of Finnegans Wake read by James Joyce, the novelist and
poet about whom Wallinger wrote his student thesis, and whose postmodernism avant la lettre
has been a great source of influence on Wallinger’s thinking and work.129 Another reviewer
suggested that some of the pieces in the show functioned as surrogates for works by Wallinger
that had not made it into his selection; the X-ray of Titian’s The Death of Actaeon (1565–76), he
surmised, must have been a proxy for Wallinger’s 2001 work Ghost—a negative of an
eighteenth-century equestrian painting mounted on a lightbox, resulting in an image that
resembles an X-ray [Fig. 5.54].130 In the 2011 book Mark Wallinger—the most comprehensive
study of the artist’s practice to date—Martin Herbert reiterates this reading of the show, stating
that it could be thought of as “a sweeping self-portrait by proxy, a constellation of Wallinger’s
own concerns through the art of others.”131
Indeed, many of the subjects broached in “The Russian Linesman” also animate
Wallinger’s more than three-decade art practice, which, like the show’s content, is extremely
heterogeneous, ranging in both media and theme. A graduate of the yBa incubator Goldsmiths
128
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College, Wallinger has been honored with some of the most prestigious accolades for a British
artist: he was invited in 1999 to present a sculpture on the vacant Fourth Plinth in Trafalgar
Square, he represented his country at the 2001 Venice Biennale, and was the winner of the 2007
Turner Prize.132 In the first decade of his career, from the mid 1980s to the mid 1990s, Wallinger
focused on the representation of British traditions and values through some of his greatest
passions: English football and equestrian culture. For his sculpture They think it’s all over…it is
now (1988), he arranged a football game to match the formation of the English and German
players during the final goal of the 1966 game on top of a large marbled tomb [Fig. 5.55]. He did
so, he states, to “memorialize” his own memory of the event.133 Then, for his performance-cumsculpture A Real Work of Art (1994), he purchased and trained a racehorse—a quasi Duchampian
gesture that took the readymade to its extreme by turning a living creature into “cultural
collateral.”134 Around this time and into the following decade, Wallinger pivoted his attention to
wider issues of control and power. In 2000, for instance, he made Threshold to Kingdom, a work
about state surveillance, consisting of slowed video footage of people entering the United
Kingdom through the electric doorway at London’s City Airport soundtracked by Miserere, a
seventeenth-century setting of the Bible’s fifty-first psalm by Italian composer Gregorio Allegri.
132

Wallinger attended Goldsmiths College from 1983 to 1985. Although Wallinger is slightly older than many yBa
artists (who primarily graduated from Goldsmiths in the late 1980s and early 1990s), his work has been exhibited
alongside theirs on numerous occasions, including in “Young British Artists II” at Saatchi Gallery, London, in 1993,
and in “Sensation” at the Royal Academy, London, in 1997.
133
Mark Wallinger quoted in Herbert, Mark Wallinger, 42.
134
Prior to A Real Work of Art, Wallinger devised Fountain (1992), a work that in title and subject refers to
Duchamp’s 1917 urinal of the same name. Wallinger’s Fountain consisted of a hose “pissing” water onto the street
through the store-front window of Anthony Reynolds Gallery in London. Unlike some of his contemporaries,
Wallinger has been more expressly critical of Duchamp and the effects of his work on the contemporary art world.
Instead of questioning and challenging the authority of the museum, the readymade, argues Wallinger, only
reaffirmed it: “Duchamp has been hugely influential, but in quite a baleful way. I’d become fed up with all these
shows in which something from the real world was co-opted into the gallery and, gee whiz, is it art? Rather than the
readymade being utterly revolutionary and questioning the institution in which it is displayed, it’s the other way
around. All the work is done by the institution to sanctify the object as a work of art; by co-opting the vitrines and
the rhetoric of museum galleries for their aura of authority, artists were reaffirming the power of these bodies. So I
thought I’d try and make something that actually dealt with the meniscus between the gallery and the real world.”
Wallinger quoted in Herbert, Mark Wallinger, 62.

274

Here, therefore, “Kingdom” refers not only to the United Kingdom, but also to the Kingdom of
Heaven. Indeed, in the late 1990s and early 2000s there was a religious streak in Wallinger’s
work. Examples include Ecce Homo (1999), his white marble sculpture of a life-sized Jesus
Christ for Trafalgar Square’s fourth plinth, as well as Credo I and Credo II (both 2000), biblical
quotes printed in offset pink and blue ink on paper, which reflect on the intersection of faith,
vision, and language.135 Wallinger, however, is perhaps best known for his 2007 Turner Prizewinning installation State of Britain, a recreation of peace campaigner Brian Haw’s Parliament
Square anti-Iraq war protest, which had been destroyed by Tony Blair’s government.136
But if there is one interest that links the majority of Wallinger’s output, it is his
exploration of his own self. Since the early days of his career Wallinger has produced works that
refer to himself, including a wide range of self-portraits. In 1984, he painted Self Portrait as an
Alien, in which outsized fragments of his body emerge from a bucolic English landscape. In
1994, he made Mark Wallinger, 31 Hayes Court, Camberwell New Road, Camberwell, London,
England, Great Britain, Europe, the World, the Solar System, the Galaxy, the Universe, a large
color photograph of a crowd heading to a football match, featuring the artist and a friend holding
up a Union Jack with ‘MARK WALLINGER’ written across it.137 These works consider how the
artist’s identity has been shaped by his environment: not only his home, street, town, country,
and continent, but also the planet and cosmos. Between 2007–8, just prior to organizing “The
Russian Linesman,” Wallinger began a new series, plainly titled Self-Portraits, which reduces
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his self to its most essentialized form: the letter “I.”138 Each painting consists of a single black
letter “I” rendered in a digital or manual font, such as Copperplate Gothic Bold, Engravers MT,
Wide Latin, and Freehand [Fig. 5.56, 5.57]. The series, which Wallinger would come to
summarize as a case of “megalomania,” has parallels to “The Russian Linesman,” asserts
Malbert in the show’s catalogue.139 Both are self-reflexive; both foreground the “I” of their
maker.

Conclusion: The Pronounced Subjectivity of the Artist
Although this chapter has focused on the artist-curated exhibitions of the NTE series, it is
important to underscore that the intuitive approach and pronounced subjectivity common to them
was likewise found in many other contemporaneous exhibitions in and around London.140 The
most notable in terms of popular success took place in 2011 when Grayson Perry, the 6ft-tall
cross-dressing artist known for his elaborate ceramics and tapestries, organized “The Tomb of
the Unknown Craftsman” at the British Museum, London [Fig. 5.58–5.60]. Though there are
numerous differences between Perry’s exhibition and the artist-curated exhibitions of the NTE
series, in each case the subjectivity and biography of the artist-curators were pronounced (that is
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with the exception of Petherbridge’s exhibition, to which I will return shortly).141 Like CraigMartin, Wentworth, Dean, and Wallinger before him, Perry eschewed the idea of curating as
didactic and research-driven, favoring instead an “intuitive” approach.142 Combining works made
centuries apart, he devised pseudo-morphological comparisons between historical objects in the
museum’s collection and his own work [Fig. 5.61–5.64]. At the core of his exhibition was his
own life story, which he weaved into the exhibition catalogue much like Dean and Wallinger, but
more flamboyantly, including personal stories and photographs of himself from various stages in
his life [Fig. 5.65, 5.66].143 As he readily acknowledges, the exhibition was a “portrait” of
himself.144 However, in contrast to his NTE predecessors, Perry also capitalized on his personal
mythology, incorporating it into the exhibition’s comprehensive marketing campaign, turning
“The Tomb of the Unknown Craftsman” and his own persona into a wildly popular media
spectacle [Fig. 5.67].
“The Tomb of the Unknown Craftsman” was not Perry’s first curatorial exercise. In
2009, the Arts Council asked Perry to select a touring exhibition of works from their collection.
The outcome, “Unpopular Culture: Grayson Perry Selects,” comprised an assortment of
141
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figurative painting, bronze sculpture, and documentary photography made between 1945 and
1980—before, says Perry, British art became fashionable “shouty advertisements for concepts or
personalities.”145 It seems rather hypocritical that Perry should criticize contemporary British art
for its “shouty personalities,” when he himself not only belongs to that category of artists, but
has also been instrumental in its development. Contradiction aside, the shift that Perry identifies
between the more subtle and subdued presence of British art pre-1980 and the media frenzy and
cult of the artist-as-celebrity that has surfaced since the 1990s is telling.
This change is often attributed to the rise of the yBas, a loosely-affiliated group of artists,
including Damien Hirst, Gary Hume, and Sarah Lucas, who, for the most part, studied at the
University of London’s Goldsmiths College under the tutelage of Craig-Martin in the late 1980s.
Today, it is easy to forget that London was ever a backwater of the contemporary art world.
However, before the ascendance of the yBas, London’s art scene was insular and provincial. The
dealer-gallery system was conservative, and some of Britain’s most important contemporary
artists, such as Gilbert and George, Richard Long, and Tony Cragg, built their reputations abroad
before receiving recognition at home. Nevertheless, the recessions of 1989 and 1995, and the
economic legacy of Margaret Thatcher, opened up new possibilities for young artists. The
ubiquity of vacant spaces in London, for example, resulted in a significant rise in artist-led
activity, emblematized in “Freeze” (1988), a group exhibition organized by Hirst in a derelict
Docklands warehouse, showcasing the work of 16 artists who would come to dominate the
British contemporary art scene in the 1990s.146 As scholar Bruce Altshuler has indicated, the
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success and primacy of “Freeze” were the result of Hirst’s entrepreneurship and marketing skills,
which link the exhibition directly to its time, to the doctrine of self-reliance and personal
initiative characteristic of the individualistic “enterprise culture” promoted by Thatcher and
continued in modified form under Tony Blair and New Labour.147
Unlike the politically and socially-engaged U.S. artists examined in the previous chapter,
who positioned themselves against the neo-conservative policies of the Reagan administration,
Hirst and many other yBa artists not only learned from Thatcher’s form of conservatism—which
renounced the rights-based welfare model of the citizen in favor of a neoliberal model of the
entrepreneurial self—they also embraced the conservative populist attitude that associated liberal
elitism with the over-cultured and over-educated middle class. According to Julian Stallabrass,
author of High Art Lite (1999)—the most detailed examination of yBa art to date—the new art
learned a great deal from conservative critics, recognizing the validity of their attack on liberal
(and leftist) art as excessively highbrow, esoteric, and dull.148 In order to defend themselves
against such criticism and safeguard their work from being overlooked, many yBa artists, writes
Stallabrass, integrated the anti-intellectualism of large swaths of British society into their work
and set themselves at odds with the artists and conventions favored by the established art
world.149 They rejected both the painstaking work of their 1980s predecessors—the postwar
“stars of painting,” such as Lucian Freud, Leon Kossoff, and Frank Auerbach, who, as
Stallabrass states, “required the viewer to believe in the artist’s integrity”—as well as the theorydriven work that had flourished in the years following 1968 (and was still being fostered by the
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academy into the 1990s), which required the viewer to be versed in philosophy and cultural
theory and left little room for individual interpretation.150
In order to appeal to vast, non-specialist audiences (or, as Stallabrass puts it, “ordinary
folk, the salt of the earth”), yBa artists needed their work to be accessible and easy to
comprehend.151 Deeply skeptical of any intellectual discourse around art, they increasingly
sought for their work to be experienced and understood at a glance, and were eager to place all
responsibility for the reading of their work on the viewer. Lucas, for instance, often responded to
critical questioning with: “I’m saying nothing. Just look at the picture and think what you
like.”152 As a result, they spurned specialist knowledge (of cultural theory and art history) in
favor of quotidian material drawn from popular culture and their own lives. Their art was thus
oftentimes highly personal and self-referential. Hirst, for example, was known as much for his
lifestyle as for his art, and, as Stallabrass points out, made sure that the two were meticulously
interwoven. Tracey Emin likewise used her experiences of underage sex, rape, abortion, alcohol,
and depression as fodder for her confessional work.153 At the same time, their work drew on the
legacy of the ready-made. Hirst has described not only his practice, but also his inaugural
150
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curatorial exercise as a matter of working with ready-mades: “in ‘Freeze’ the artists were kind of
already organised elements in themselves and I arranged them.”154 However, as Stallabrass
astutely observes, there is a paradox at the center of much yBa art: while the means by which it
was made became less expressive of the artist’s personality, less a manifestation of their innate
skill or ‘genius’ hand and more the arrangement of ready-made pieces often fabricated by
specialist production companies, “the personality of the artist, far from shrinking, has greatly
expanded, sometimes overshadowing the work.”155
The impact of the yBas on the British art scene of the 1990s and 2000s cannot be
underestimated. Along with Tate Modern (est. 2000) and Frieze Art Fair (est. 2003), which were
built on their popularity, the yBas helped to transform the image of London as a center for
contemporary.156 Their influence is reflected in the growth of London art galleries, the pop-star
status of leading artists, and the media’s increasing attention to contemporary art.157 With the
help of the Turner Prize and Channel 4, many yBa artists, including Hirst, Emin, and Rachel
Whiteread, became household names common to tabloid newspapers and their readers by the
mid to late 1990s.158
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It is perhaps not surprising then that some of the key characteristics of yBa art began to
permeate the artist-curated exhibitions of the NTE at the very moment that the yBas were in their
ascendancy and that Craig-Martin, one of the two principal tutors on the Goldsmiths MA, was
invited to partake in the NTE series. These characteristics include: the rejection of scholarship
and an emphasis on the viewer’s own interpretation; the work’s rootedness in the artist’s
personal life; its indebtedness to Duchamp, and the contradiction that follows—the work’s
reliance on the artist’s personality, but its distance from the artist’s hand (a contradiction that
Duchamp managed to avoid).159
In light of Duchamp’s influence and the profound impact of the Surrealist movement on
the history of artist-curated exhibitions, it seems fitting that some of the NTE artists drew on
Surrealist methods, such as objective chance, in the making of their shows. And yet, there are
few parallels between the exhibitions of the NTE and those of the Surrealist movement.
Although one might argue that the two shared a “subjective” approach to the curation of
exhibitions, their “subjectivity” took different forms and was motivated by contrasting aims. For
one, Duchamp—the générateur arbitre of the Surrealist movement’s most innovative
exhibitions—did not draw on objective chance. The exhibitions he organized, such as the
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“Exposition Internationale du Surréalisme” (1938) and “The First Papers of Surrealism” (1942),
were not representative of their maker’s personality or unconscious desires. They were only
“subjective” in the sense that they repudiated the growing “scientific” discipline of museology,
which purported that a museum’s presentation of art is objective and rational. Skeptical of the
classificatory systems, institutional protocols, viewing conditions, and authority of museums and
galleries, Duchamp sought to destabilize and undermine the conventional art space and its
methods of display. Consequently, his exhibitions took wildly unorthodox forms that
“destroyed,” as Man Ray put it, “the clinical atmosphere that reigned in the most modern of
exhibition spaces,” and frustrated the viewing experience of visitors in order to render the act
less disinterested and more corporeal.160
The exhibitions of the NTE, by contrast, appropriated and reimagined Breton’s theory of
objective chance for their own purposes: to compose exhibitions that were personal and
subjective in content, but which had no fixed theme. In contrast to Duchamp’s elaborate misesen-scène, the majority of the NTE’s were utterly conventional in their methods of display.
Nevertheless, these exhibitions were not extolled for their display methods, but rather because
reviewers believed that they afforded viewers the chance to independently interpret the works on
display, free from the intentionality of their author—in other words, a critical anti-intellectualism
echoing that of the yBas. What many seemed to have overlooked, however, is that the more such
exhibitions made space for the viewer, the more their meaning was in fact grounded in the
show’s organizer. Far from dead and gone, the author became insistently alive and present.161
160
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As literary theorist Seán Burke contends in The Death and Return of the Author: Criticism and Subjectivity
in Barthes, Foucault, and Derrida, “the concept of the author is never more alive than when pronounced dead.”
Burke’s reading of Barthes emerged in the mid 1990s out of a renewed debate in literary theory on the problem
of authorship, which prompted a reappraisal of these classic texts. As Burke points out the contradictions in
these texts, he retracts the obituary of the author, and the parallel distaste for biography, proffering instead the
notion that Barthes actually participated in the construction of the author. Similarly, rather than announcing the
161
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In order to better understand these distinctions, it is necessary to consider how cultural
institutions and their custodians have shaped the artist-curated exhibitions examined here. In
Petherbridge’s illuminating article “Drawn In,” published in 1995, four years after her stint as a
curator and the same year as Craig-Martin’s NTE exhibition, she discloses her thoughts about the
role of artist-curators, which she describes as limited and prescribed: artists, she maintains, are
“permitted” to act as curators, but only provided that they are “defined by their practice, and this
definition can be exploited as a strategy of control by cultural institutions.”162 Petherbridge’s
charged wording is deliberate: It is intended to draw attention to the power relations between
artists and curators. “Whereas the professional, generalist (and often anonymous) exhibitions
officer or museum curator is required to confront, research, and represent different areas of
expertise, the artist,” she contends, “is endorsed—and confined—by the notion of speciality and
singularity.”163 During the organization of her show “The Primacy of Drawing,” Petherbridge
resisted being pigeonholed by her position as an artist. She undergirded her exhibition with
detailed research and engaged with the scholarly discourse on her subject, adding to it an
informed catalogue on the history of drawing. However, most artist-curated exhibitions, she
contends, are accepted only “as long as they promote a very special ideological, or identifiably
personal position.”164 There is a negative correlative to this, she adds: by reducing such projects
to their “imaginative thinking,” “emotional engagement,” or “autobiographical nature,” artists
cannot move outside this “designated area of legitimacy.”165 However, as Chapter 4
demonstrates, there have been numerous instances in which artists have organized exhibitions in
death of the author-figure, such autobiographical artist-curated exhibitions herald its resurrection, and not just
any author, but the curator-author, here played out and abetted by the artist. Seán Burke, The Death and Return
of the Author: Criticism and Subjectivity in Barthes, Foucault, and Derrida (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University
Press, 2011), 22.
162
Deanna Petherbridge, “Drawn In,” Museums Journal 95 (May 1995): 37.
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Ibid., 38.
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an institutional context that are not based on their biography or predilections, that are steeped in
research and reconcile imaginative and unexpected juxtapositions with a clear message or theme.
Nevertheless, what Petherbridge and the exhibitions of the NTE program reveal is that
increasingly in the 1990s and 2000s artists were encouraged by institutions and critics alike to
organize exhibitions from an identifiable and explicitly personal point of view.
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Conclusion: Exhibitions in the Expanded Field

In 2014, the Chinese contemporary artist Xu Zhen filled the cavernous concrete galleries
of the newly-opened Long Museum in Shanghai with 300 portrait paintings, featuring a
combined 1199 people [Fig. 6.1]. Aptly titled “1199 People,” the exhibition was drawn from the
thirty-year-old collection of the museum’s founders, Chinese billionaires Wang Wei and Liu
Yiqian.1 Displayed in a quasi-salon style, the works were hung in four rows according to the
number of people pictured in each painting.2 Perhaps one of the most curious aspects of this
artist-curated exhibition was how it arose. In the show’s catalogue, Wei recounts that she
approached Hans Ulrich Obrist at Art Basel in 2014 to organize an exhibition from the Long
Museum’s collection. Obrist suggested that the “most unexpected and wonderful thing would be
to ask an artist” to do a hang. Unlike a scholar or curator, who would instill the exhibition with
an “academic” character, an artist would select works according to his or her personal taste and
endow the museum’s collection “with new value and vitality.”3 By 2014, this false dichotomy
between artists and curators should have been a tired convention, and yet what is surprising is

1

“1199 People” was presented at the second branch of the Long Museum, which opened in 2014 in the West Bund
industrial precinct of Shanghai. The first branch opened in 2012 in the Pudong district of China, the third in 2016 in
Chongqing, China, and a fourth is scheduled for 2018 in Wuhan. The Long Museum is emblematic of the museum
boom in China. See Winnie Wong, “China’s Museum Boom,” Artforum, November 2015, accessed March 15, 2018,
https://www.artforum.com/print/201509/china-s-museum-boom-55523.
2
“1199 People” shares obvious parallels with Chuck Close’s “Head-On” not only in theme and installation design,
but also in objective: to render viewers uncomfortable, to make them feel as though they were being watched. Ibid,
22. Whereas for Close, this objective was part of his subversion of MoMA’s curatorial practices, for Zhen—whether
or not deliberate—such an aim cannot help but take on a political dimension since China is a surveillance state.
3
See Wang Wei’s “Director’s Preface” and Hans Ulrich Obrist’s “An Interview with Xu Zhen by Hans Ulrich
Obrist,” in 1199 People: Collection from Long Museum (Shanghai: Long Museum, 2014), 7–8, 19.

286

not only its persistence, but also, in this case, its unlikely source: an auteur curator who often
organizes exhibitions in a highly creative and performative manner.4
As this dissertation has demonstrated, the discourse on the artist-curator has consistently
been organized around a dialectic of these two roles: artist and curator. Although both have
evolved since the 1960s, they have repeatedly been set at odds with one another. This dialectic
positions the ‘curator’ on the side of education, scholarship, instruction, the academy, expertise,
and connoisseurship, but also on the side of what might be described as moral values, such as
responsibility, objectivity, and professionalism. The ‘artist,’ by contrast, is foremost aligned with
freedom (as a moral and aesthetic value), but also with a wide range of terms including
subjectivity, experimentation, idiosyncrasy, imagination, the unexpected, the personal, the
pleasurable, the amateur, and the popular. Put differently, the field of the curator is understood as
the sum of practical, rational, and research-based theses, whereas that of the artist is the romantic
culmination of intuitions and creative incoherencies. In the early stages of the artist-as-curator
phenomenon, this dialectic favored professional curators. Above all, an exhibition was expected
to educate and inform its viewers, and education was associated not only with scholarship, but
also with history, tradition, chronology, and objectivity. Artist-curated exhibitions that deviated
from this model, upsetting curatorial conventions for non-didactic purposes or to foreground the
subjectivity of their maker, were often denounced by critics. In “Raid the Icebox 1” (1969), for
instance, Warhol’s freedom and supposed carelessness (as well as his opposition to hierarchy and
quality) was pitted against the judgment, discerning taste, and responsibility of the museum’s
curator Daniel Robbins. At the National Gallery in London where “The Artist’s Eye” was
established in 1976, this dialectic was especially pronounced. Artists who prioritized their
4

Hans Ulrich Obrist’s key exhibitions include “Do It” (1993–ongoing), “Take Me I’m Yours” (1995), and the
already mentioned “Cities on the Move” (1997).
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intuitive faculties or strayed too far from museological conventions were rebuked by the press,
whereas those who organized more traditional, pedagogical exhibitions were commended for
their enlightening displays.
However, beginning in the 1990s, and certainly by the turn of the century, this dialectic
underwent a profound shift. Although curators and artists were still defined by their distinct
roles, scholarship—the once indispensable attribute of an exhibition—was no longer perceived
as the ‘good’ half of the dialectic when compared to artist’s freedom and subjectivity. This
critical turnaround was influenced by a sea change in attitudes towards the writing and display of
art history occasioned by the emergence of discourses on feminism, post-colonialism, and
postmodernism, which repudiated and sought to complicate the master narratives hitherto
privileged. Artists, it became clear, have the liberty (and audacity) to draw connections across
historical periods and to rethink categories and taxonomies. Already evident in the “Artist’s
Choice” shows of Chuck Close, John Baldessari, and Elizabeth Murray, which were praised for
cracking the “pedantic crust” of MoMA’s hangings through their unconventional, subversive,
and ahistorical displays, this shift is yet more conspicuous in the contemporaneous
interventionist exhibitions of Fred Wilson and others discussed in Chapter 4.5 Although lauded
for their unexpected juxtapositions and unorthodox forms, numerous interventionist exhibitions
were also criticized for their pointed messages and abundant texts, which reviewers regarded as
heavy-handed didacticism. However, this reversal takes its most exaggerated form in Britain’s
post-Thatcherite yBa culture of the 1990s, when scholarship was recast as outdated, elitist, dusty,
and unsexy. Correspondingly, the artist-curated exhibitions that proliferated in the UK at that
time, which were subjective, open-ended, and indeterminate in theme (but also more
5

Peter Schjeldahl, “Dear Barbarian,” Village Voice, April 12, 1994, in Department of Public Information Records,
II.A.1632. MoMA Archives, NY.
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conventional in form), were extolled as organic, complex, and personal, even if that meant that
they were also self-referential, anti-intellectual, and sometimes even incomprehensible or
meaningless. In place of argument or position, the cult of personality became triumphant.
Nevertheless, as Petherbridge elucidates, artists’ supposed freedom was in fact another form of
restraint. Under this dialectic—which is primarily a problem of perception—artists are
discouraged from executing research-based exhibitions and feel compelled to organize
exhibitions from an identifiably personal position.
The second dialectic that runs throughout this dissertation is that of the contemporary vs.
history. In the first chapter, we see that Warhol is invited to the RISD Museum to contemporize
their dilapidated collection. Here, the contemporary, as a term, is understood in its debased form.
In other words, to contemporize the collection means to make it more sexy, marketable, up-todate, and appealing to young visitors. However, what Warhol did was to contemporize the
museum in a more challenging (and not entirely appreciated) manner: he disturbed the working
assumptions of the institution (its hierarchies of value and modes of display) and produced a
multiple temporality—the works spoke doubly, they were both examples of historical artifacts
and elements of a larger exhibition-cum-artwork in which they functioned as quotations, or
ready-mades, of their condition in storage.
In the following two chapters, both the National Gallery and MoMA followed suit,
establishing artist-as-curator programs not only to render their (perceived) aging collections
more contemporary, but also to root the contemporary in history. Through their similarly titled
series, the museums hoped to draw lines of connection between historical and emerging art, to
have artists cast fresh light on older works and help visitors see them anew, and, most
importantly, to persuade viewers that contemporary art—though seemingly separate and
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distinct—is bound and indebted to its forebears. The impetuses of the two institutions, though,
were not uniform. The National Gallery—a historical museum whose remit was stifled by
institutional politics, its reactionary leaders, and the UK’s conservative attitudes toward
twentieth-century art—sought to catch up with the present, to engage with living artists, and
divest itself of its disagreeable air of old-fashionedness. By contrast, MoMA—which had been
established as a dynamic, forward-looking “laboratory,” but had lost its experimental ethos in the
1950s when it developed a permanent collection and rigid display formulas—endeavored to
confirm its continued vitality and restore its once-unrivaled position as a center for the vanguard.
Its primary ambition was to prove that the modern period had not yet come to its conclusion by
embedding the contemporary in the modern (i.e., in continuity and tradition, rather than in
rupture). Despite MoMA’s efforts to rein in the contemporary, the subversive, collage-like
exhibitions that issued from its “Artist’s Choice” series helped to dismantle modernism’s
divisions, exclusions, and grand narrative of history, and, moreover, to shape the contemporary
as a distinct historical period.
Unlike previous examples, many of the interventionist exhibitions examined in Chapter 4
sought to make the past contemporary rather than to fold the contemporary into history. Both
Joseph Kosuth’s “The Play of the Unmentionable” and Wilson’s “Mining the Museum”
combined historical objects into unexpected, sometimes startling, juxtapositions to confront
contemporary U.S. socio-political issues—i.e., the censorship of art and thus the restriction of
free speech and expression, as well as the enduring, but often suppressed, legacy of slavery and
its manifestation in contemporary race relations. By unearthing typically overlooked or
purposely concealed historical artworks and artifacts, they wanted to demonstrate how the past
can speak to, and help us comprehend, the present. In the final chapter, however, history is
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dismissed altogether. In Tacita Dean’s “An Aside,” Mark Wallinger’s “The Russian Linesman,”
and Grayson Perry’s “The Tomb of the Unknown Craftsman,” history is interpreted as the
artist’s own lifespan or serves as a narcissistic mirror of their interests. Everything is marshaled
to the present, though not in order to understand the present more fully, but instead to gain a
better sense of the artist-author.
***
In the last two decades, museums have come to adopt the very strategies and models for
which they once relied on artists. At the turn of the new millennium, numerous museums
modeled their permanent collection displays on ones designed by artists, supplanting the
chronological hang made popular by the Museum of Modern Art in New York, with a more
subjective, ahistorical, and thematic approach. Temporary as it was, MoMA’s own tripartite
exhibition “MoMA2000” is a prime example. Tate Modern, which opened its doors to the public
in the same year, made this approach the backbone of its display methodology. Its inaugural
hang, “Collection 2000,” was—like the first installment of “MoMA2000”—organized into
categories drawn from the French Academy: “History/Memory/Society,” “Nude/Action/Body,”
“Landscape/Matter/Environment,” and “Still Life/Object/Real Life.” Visitors to the new museum
saw such unlikely pairings as Monet’s Water Lilies (after 1916) with Richard Long’s earthwork
Red Slate Circle (1988), and Matisse’s four bas-relief sculptures of women’s backs (1908–1931)
with ink drawings of nude women made by contemporary artist Marlene Dumas (1996). In the
accompanying handbook, Iwona Blazwick and Frances Morris, who both served as the Head of
Exhibitions and Displays (1997–2001 and 2000–2006 respectively), explain that the museum
wanted to challenge and displace the “objective,” linear organizing principle devised by Barr,
which had come to dominate most modern art collections, and to “replace one history with many
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histories.”6 A thematic approach, they argued, would allow for more flexible, dynamic, and
subjective displays, ones that offer different perspectives and “new ways of seeing and
understanding the past in relation to the present.”7 Although the Tate’s approach is a welcome
alternative to the chronological hang and its too-neat succession of “isms,” and though multiple
readings of history are undoubtedly preferable to one definitive, monolithic narrative, such
thematic displays easily become historically unmoored. They prize previously unseen affinities
over such essential contextual questions as when and where the work was made, and how the
social and political conditions of its setting informed its style and subject matter.
Nevertheless, in the last few years, this curatorial model has become increasingly
popular, not only in the display of permanent collections, but also in temporary group
exhibitions.8 Because artworks are juxtaposed from vastly different time periods and contexts,

6

Iwona Blazwick and Frances Morris, “Showing the Twentieth Century,” Tate Modern: The Handbook, eds. Iwona
Blazwick and Simon Wilson (London: Tate Gallery Publishing Limited, 2000), 33. Blazwick has voiced her desire
to counter Barr’s chronological model on numerous occasions: “When I came to the Tate, I arrived with a number of
queries. I wanted to question the widely accepted model for exhibiting the art of the twentieth century that is
inspired by Alfred Barr’s idea of a linear and evolutionary succession. […] Artistic practices don’t start and end in
such a clean and logical way. Picasso was alive at the same time as Warhol, and such synchronism needs another
model.” Iwona Blazwick quoted in Daniel Birnbaum, “Tate Show,” Artforum 38.8 (April 2000), 40.
7
Blazwick and Morris, 39. This scheme was also embraced by Tate Britain in RePresenting Britain (2000).
Numerous other museums, including the Brooklyn Museum of Art and Centre Georges Pompidou, also rehung their
collections thematically at this time. More recently, in 2017, the M-Museum Leuven presented “The Power of
Images” (until April 2019), a rehang of its permanent collection, in which old and contemporary art is intermixed.
8
In the 1990s, Debora J. Meijers identified the rise of this ahistorical curatorial methodology in her insightful article
“The Museum and the ‘Ahistorical’ Exhibition.” There she examines Harald Szeemann’s 1988 “A-Historische
Klanken” (“A-Historical Sounds”) at the Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, and Rudi Fuchs’ 1982 Documenta—
though, as she admits, Fuchs did not combine works from different time periods, but rather mixed contemporary
works of different styles. Meijers rightfully identifies these unconventional exhibitions as both an attempt to move
away from the evolutionary, chronological display of art, and as manifestations of the rise of the curator as artist.
However, she fails to note that Szeemann’s exhibition came out of the Boijmans’ guest-curator program, which was
established in the wake of such analogous programs as the National Gallery’s “The Artist’s Eye,” and—with the
exception of Szeemann, an independent curator who had long been exalted as an auteur—asked artists to curate
exhibitions from the museum’s permanent collection. Although Meijers does discuss one such artist-curated
exhibition at the Boijmans, filmmaker Peter Greenaway’s 1991 “The Physical Self,” she, like many of her
contemporaries, has given pride of place to an exhibition curated by the most renowned professional curator,
without acknowledging the many more exhibitions curated by artists that preceded and followed his. Debora J.
Meijers, “The Museum and the ‘Ahistorical’ Exhibition,” in Thinking About Exhibitions, 7–19.
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this tendency has lately been termed the “transhistorical approach” to exhibition making.9
Espoused by such curators as Bice Curiger, it is favored by museums with historical collections
of art that likewise seek to engage new audiences, or rebrand through association with
contemporary art. A principal example is “Riotous Baroque” (2012), an exhibition presented at
the Kunsthaus Zürich and the Guggenheim Museum Bilbao exploring the sensuality and
grotesqueness of the baroque, in which old master paintings by sixteenth- and seventeenthcentury artists were mixed with contemporary works by Urs Fischer, Paul McCarthy, and Cindy
Sherman, among others [Fig. 6.2]. This approach has even permeated the Met Breuer, where
Sheena Wagstaff, the head of the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s modern and contemporary art
department, has presented such exhibitions as “Unfinished: Thoughts Left Visible” (2016),
which featured incomplete artworks from Titian to Gerhard Richter, and “Like Life: Sculpture,
Color and the Body (1300-Now)” (2018), a nonchronological examination of 700 years of
sculptures of the human body, which shared numerous thematic and visual parallels with artist
Mike Kelley’s 1993 exhibition “The Uncanny” [Fig. 6.3, 6.4].10 Wagstaff maintains that her
programming is “consciously transhistorical,” stressing that it is important to expand the art
historical canon and display older work with contemporary pieces that communicate in a “more

9

Several conferences have been organized recently to examine this growing curatorial trend. See “The
Transhistorical Museum: Objects, Narratives, and Temporalities” (Frans Hals Museum, De Hallen Haarlem,
Haarlem, November 2015, and Museum M, Leuven, May 2016), and “Reactivate the Collection: Debating
Contemporary Artistic Interventions in Historical Collections” (Museum of London, London, May 2016).
10
Although the curators of the Met Breuer’s exhibition “Like Life: Sculpture, Color and the Body (1300-Now)” do
not mention Mike Kelley’s “The Uncanny” as a source of influence, Kelley’s show is widely considered a
touchstone of exhibition history. Not only was it recreated (with some alterations) at Tate Liverpool in 2002, and
Vienna’s mumok (MUseum MOderner Kunst) in 2004, but in 2010, curator Massimiliano Gioni also paid tribute by
reconstructing portions of it for the 8th Gwangju Biennale, “10,000 Lives.” Most recently, it served as inspiration
for Cindy Sherman’s artist-curated “exhibition within an exhibition” at the 2013 Venice Biennale, “The
Encyclopedic Palace,” organized by Gioni.
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populist way.”11 The poster child of the transhistorical method, however, is the Frans Hals
Museum, which recently merged with De Hallen Haarlem, a museum of modern and
contemporary art [Fig. 6.5, 6.6].12 Like many of the curators, critics, and scholars already cited,
the museum’s director, Ann Demeester, emphasizes, “it’s important as a museum to think more
like an artist […]. An artist is more free [sic], or less inhibited than an art historian, to make
connections that go across time or across culture or across geography. To connect.”13
The spread of the transhistorical approach indicates that artist-curated exhibitions have
come to inflect the work of, and serve as important precedents for, professional curators, who
more and more behave like creatives themselves. Furthermore, it shows that artist-curated
exhibitions have dramatically altered contemporary museology: they have transformed the
language of exhibition display and expanded what is deemed permissible in the context of a
museum gallery. In other words, such professionally curated transhistorical exhibitions are
unthinkable without the precedent of artist-curated exhibitions.
The growing number of curators who use artistic approaches in the making of their
exhibitions, and the effects of this practice on the roles of artists and curators, has neither gone
unnoticed nor been uncontroversial. Debates in the art world have focused on the sudden
confluence of the roles of “artists” and “curators,” as well as the increasing interchangeability of
the mediums once clearly distinguished as “exhibitions” and “installations.” In his polemical
11

Nina Siegal, “Museums Shake Things Up by Mixing Old and New,” New York Times, April 20, 2018, accessed
July 28, 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/20/arts/museums-transhistorical-art.html.
12
Since the early 2010s, the Frans Hals Museum has been presenting Old Master paintings alongside contemporary
artworks, and in 2015, it launched (with the M-Museum Leuven) an ambitious series devoted to the transhistorical
approach that includes conferences, lectures, publications, and exhibitions, such as “Rendezvous with Frans Hals”
(2018), which juxtaposes paintings by the Dutch Golden Age portraitist Frans Hals with contemporary works by
painter Kerry James Marshall and photographer Nina Katchadourian.
13
Ann Demeester quoted in Siegal, “Museums Shake Things Up by Mixing Old and New,”
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/20/arts/museums-transhistorical-art.html. Yet other examples of the
transhistorical approach include curator Jasper Sharp’s “The Shape of Time” (2018) at the Kunsthistorisches
Museum. See Eva Wittocx et al., eds., The Transhistorical Museum: Mapping the Field (Amsterdam: Valiz, 2018).
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essay “Multiple Authorship” (2005), philosopher and media theorist Boris Groys collapses the
latter two terms. “A distinction between the (curated) exhibition and the (artistic) installation is
still commonly made, but it is essentially obsolete,” he writes.14 At the heart of this development,
argues Groys, is a shift in the understanding of authorship in the field of art. The artist, he states,
was once exclusively associated with the act of creation, and, as such, was an autonomous
author. The curator, by contrast, was responsible for the act of selection, and was thus a
mediator, not an author. However, as artistic practices have become more and more concerned
with the act of selection, the author has come to mean “someone who selects, who authorizes.”15
Consequently, deduces Groys, the roles of artists and curators have become “identical.”16 Groys
attributes this paradigm shift to Duchamp and the emergence of installation art, never explicitly
citing the influence of artist-as-curator programs. However, this shift is not merely the result of
developments in art practice, as Groys contends, but also a byproduct of related changes in the
curatorial field: as more and more artist-curated exhibitions were described as artworks by their
makers and critics alike, and as such exhibitions grew in frequency, they invariably transformed
the exhibition as a medium—from a collection of individually authored autonomous objects to a
subjectively authored creation in itself. Despite this oversight, Groys, much like this dissertation,
arrives at the following conclusion: the museum, he states, has been transformed into a “depot”
and its collection into “documentary raw material,” which both artists and curators can use “for
the execution of private artistic projects.”17

14

Boris Groys, “Multiple Authorship,” Art Power (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2008), 94.
Ibid, 93. Groys argues that traditional, sovereign authorship has been supplanted by “multiple authorship.” Today,
artworks and exhibitions are made by disparate, heterogeneous voices, which “combine, overlap, and intersect,”
much like in film, music, or theatre. Ibid, 97.
16
Ibid, 94.
17
Ibid, 98. While Groys makes no qualitative judgment about the changes he describes, artist and e-flux founder
Anton Vidokle expresses his concerns about the increasing trend of curators describing themselves as, and behaving
15
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The collapse of these formerly distinct roles has gone hand in hand with an increase in
collaborations between artists and curators. Such collaborations, of course, predate the
contemporary moment.18 However, much like the practice of artist-curated exhibitions
chronicled here, such collaborations grew more frequent in the late 1960s and ’70s (think of
curator/dealer Seth Siegelaub’s work with such conceptual artists as Joseph Kosuth), and then
proliferated in the late 1990s and 2000s with a set of artists, including Rirkrit Tiravanija, Liam
Gillick, Philippe Parreno, and Dominique Gonzalez-Foerster, who became known for
constructing situations for social interaction.19 In 2003, for instance, Tiravanija and Gillick
worked with curator Hans Ulrich Obrist and art historian Molly Nesbit on “Utopia Station”
(2003), a performative display at the 50th Venice Biennale.20 More recently, Parreno collaborated
with curator Carlos Basualdo on “Dancing Around the Bride: Cage, Cunningham, Johns,
Rauschenberg, and Duchamp” (2012), a brilliantly choreographed exhibition that traced the
impact of Duchamp on the work of four interconnected mid-century artists. Although many
like, artists in “Art Without Artists?” (2010). With some bitterness, Vidokle argues that curators seek to bypass
artists and turn art into a sub-genre of “the Curatorial.” In contrast to Groys, he stresses the distinctions between
artists and curators. Whereas artists are independent producers without salaries or pensions, curators are
intermediaries who work on behalf of a particular institution. The relationship between the two—which he
allegorizes along Marxist lines—is similar to that of workforce and management. Although Vidokle acknowledges
that artists, too, have often adopted the role of curators, he maintains that they have only done so as a last resort,
when existing institutions were hostile to artists, inadequate, or nonexistent. Vidokle not only overlooks the many
cases that do not conform to his mold, but he also misrepresents Martha Rosler’s “If You Lived Here…”—an
exhibition presented by the Dia Art Foundation, which sought out Rosler specifically because of her critical work.
Anton Vidokle, “Art Without Artists?” e-flux 16 (May 2010), accessed June 24, 2017, http://www.eflux.com/journal/16/61285/art-without-artists/. See also “Letters to the Editors: Eleven Responses to Anton
Vidokle’s ‘Art Without Artists?’,” e-flux 18 (September 2010), accessed September 25, 2017, http://www.eflux.com/journal/18/67472/letters-to-the-editors-eleven-responses-to-anton-vidokle-s-art-without-artists/#_edn4.
18
In the 1920s Alexander Dorner collaborated with El Lissitzky on the Cabinet of Abstraction (Kabinett der
Abstrakten) for the Landesmuseum in Hannover, and in the 1950s Lawrence Alloway worked with Richard
Hamilton and other members of the Independent Group on numerous exhibitions including the 1956 “This is
Tomorrow.”
19
These artists, who often collaborate with curators on exhibitions, were showcased in Nicolas Bourriaud’s 1996
exhibition “Traffic” at CAPC Bordeaux and were grouped under the label of “relational aesthetics.” See Nicolas
Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics, trans. Simon Pleasance & Fronza Woods (Dijon: Les presses du réel, 2002). See
also Claire Bishop, “Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics,” October 110 (Fall 2004), 51–79.
20
An experiment in collective authorship, “Utopia Station” brought together the contributions of more than three
hundred artists, architects, and theoreticians on the subject of “utopia.”
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exhibitions organized collaboratively by artists and curators tend not to be as unconventional and
subjective as those spearheaded by artists alone, they are also not as unfocused. Better organized,
but still creatively stimulating, they often combine the experimentation and idiosyncrasy that has
historically been the domain of artists with the administrative and pedagogical responsibilities
that are typically expected of professional curators.21 It is therefore important to stress that the
perception of both artists and curators devised by the above-outlined dialectic are utterly
misleading and unnecessarily constricting. The most rewarding exhibitions, after all, are both
educational and experimental, reasoned and inspiring.
Similarly, the other dialectic that has been at the core of this dissertation—contemporary
vs. history—is not invariably in conflict. Although the contemporary as an art historical period
renounced the linear model of history characteristic of modernism, it did not reject history
altogether. In other words, there is an important distinction to be made between “ahistorical”
exhibitions, which ignore history and context alike to create formal or thematic comparisons
between works belonging to disparate time periods (e.g., “MoMA2000”), and “multi-temporal”
exhibitions, which marshal history to provide a richer understanding of the contemporary (e.g.,
“The Play of the Unmentionable”).22 Some of the best examples of the latter paradigm stem from
the experimental programs of the Van Abbemuseum in Eindhoven, such as “Play Van Abbe”
(2009–11), a four-part program that used the museum’s permanent collection, archives, and
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Yet other examples of artist-curator collaborations include “Puddle, Pothole, Portal” (2014), by curator Ruba
Katrib and French artist Camille Henrot at the Sculpture Center, New York; “The Living Mirror” (2015–16), by
artist Alex da Corte and curator Francesco Stocchi at the Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, Rotterdam; “Life
Itself” (2016), organized by artist Carsten Höller and curators Daniel Birnbaum and Jo Widoff at the Moderna
Museet, Stockholm.
22
My categorization of multi-temporal exhibitions is inspired by Claire Bishop’s Radical Museology, in which she
discusses the Van Abbemuseum’s recent exhibition program as an example of “dialectical contemporaneity,” a
museological practice that “seeks to navigate multiple temporalities within a more political horizon.” Claire Bishop,
Radical Museology, or, What’s ‘Contemporary’ in Museums of Contemporary Art? (London: Koenig Books, 2013),
9.
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library to question, play with, and overturn conventions of museum display.23 In one hang, the
museum recreated a show by former Van Abbemuseum director Rudi Fuchs from 1983, which
had controversially disavowed chronology, presenting the museum’s collection of contemporary
art according to their formal similarities. Fuchs’ display was paired with “Strange and Close,” an
exhibition of the museum’s more recent acquisitions organized by the museum’s current Director
Charles Esche (2004–present), which focused on work made since the political upheavals of
1989 and included pieces by Yael Bartana and Harun Farocki. By comparing Fuchs’ affinitybased exhibition to Esche’s more politicized and contextualized display, the museum performed
a critique of Fuchs’ essentialist presentation. As in other instances, the juxtaposition of these two
different displays of the art of their time raised the question: what was the “contemporary” then
and what is it now? In this case, the comparison revealed not only how geo-politically
circumscribed contemporary art was in 1983, but also how the museum’s collecting practices
have shifted from autonomous works to less contained, more varied installation-based pieces.24
Indebted to the history of artist-curated exhibitions, the Van Abbemuseum’s innovative
series combined the collection-based experimentation characteristic of some of the earliest artistas-curator museum programs with the political thrust and motivations of the interventionist
exhibitions of the late 1980s, without indulging in the solipsism and celebrity characteristic of
more recent artist-curated exhibitions. Through their homegrown, collection-based, collaborative
experiments, they helped reimagine what the museum of the twenty-first century might look like.
When museums first began experimenting with artist-as-curator programs in the 1970s and ’80s,
23

“Play Van Abbe” was preceded by “Plug in to Play” (2006–08), a similar program at the Van Abbemuseum that
likewise espoused collective authorship. It consisted of a series of single-gallery collection-based shows in which
selections by curators and artists were often intermixed.
24
See Bishop, Radical Museology, or, What’s ‘Contemporary’ in Museums of Contemporary Art?, 30–31. In recent
years, the Van Abbemuseum has continued to experiment with its collection through such multi-part exhibitions as
“The Collection Now” (2013–17) and “Demodernizing the Collection” (2017–2020).

298

they had modest goals: to render their historical museums more contemporary by bringing the
past into dialogue with the present. What many of those museums did not realize at the time, but
what has since become clear, is that through such multi-temporal dialogues, they were, in fact,
participating in the production of contemporary art as a new historical period in its own right—
one that complicates linear narratives of progress with a more polyvocal and self-critical
approach to the past.
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Illustrations

Fig. 0.1. Wes Anderson and Juman Malouf at the Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna, 2018

Fig. 0.2. Ed Ruscha, “The Ancient Stole All Our Great Ideas,” September 25-December 2, 2012,
Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna, installation view
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Fig. 0.3. Edmund de Waal, “During the Night,” October 12, 2016-January 29. 2017,
Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna, installation view
view

Fig. 0.4. Marcel Duchamp, “The International Exposition of Surrealism,” 1938, Galerie BeauxArts, Paris, installation view
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Fig. 0.5. Marcel Duchamp, “First Papers of Surrealism,” 1942, Whitelaw Reid Mansion, New
York, installation view
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Fig. 1.1. Photograph of Andy Warhol (front right), Fred Hughes (assistant to Warhol, front left),
David Bourdon (back left), and Dominique de Menil (back right) in the storage of the RISD
Museum, summer 1969

Fig. 1.2. Andy Warhol, “Raid the Icebox 1,” The Isaac Delgado Museum, January 17-February
15, 1970, installation view of Navajo blankets and live ginkgo tree
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Fig. 1.3. RISD Museum storage vaults, 1970: Native American bowls

Fig. 1.4. RISD Museum storage vaults, 1970: five-door wooden cabinet housing the Museum's
collection of shoes and parasols
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Fig. 1.5. Andy Warhol, “Raid the Icebox 1,” RISD Museum, April 23-June 30, 1970, installation
view of empty frames and crates, translucent tarp, and sculptures strewn on freestanding shelves

Fig. 1.6. Andy Warhol, “Raid the Icebox 1,” RISD Museum, April 23-June 30, 1970, installation
view of paintings hung on chain-link fences
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Fig. 1.7. RISD Museum storage vaults, 1970: miscellaneous pedestals and sculptures

Fig. 1.8. Andy Warhol, “Raid the Icebox 1,” Institute for the Arts, Rice University, October 29,
1969-January 4, 1970, installation view of miscellaneous pedestals and sculptures
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Fig. 1.9. RISD Museum storage vaults, 1970: Baroque and Neoclassical paintings and sculptures

Fig. 1.10. Andy Warhol, “Raid the Icebox 1,” RISD Museum, April 23-June 30, 1970,
installation view of Baroque and Neoclassical paintings and sculptures
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Fig. 1.11. Andy Warhol, “Raid the Icebox 1,” RISD Museum, April 23-June 30, 1970,
installation view of empty crates, cardboard boxes, translucent tarp, gilded wooden frames, a
rolling step ladder

Fig. 1.12. Andy Warhol, “Raid the Icebox 1,” Institute for the Arts, Rice University, October 29,
1969-January 4, 1970, installation view of outdated auction catalogs (foreground), a sofa covered
with Turkish rugs (back left), and a black lacquered chair normally occupied by museum security
elevated on a pedestal (left-middle back)
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Fig. 1.13. Andy Warhol, “Raid the Icebox 1,” The Isaac Delgado Museum, January 17-February
15, 1970, installation view empty crates, paintings leaned against the walls with sandbags, and
outdated auction catalogs on a warped table

Fig. 1.14. Andy Warhol, “Raid the Icebox 1,” RISD Museum, April 23-June 30, 1970,
installation view of dimly-lit gallery with Navajo blankets, auction catalogs, and Native American
painting half lost to darkness
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Fig. 1.15. Andy Warhol, “Raid the Icebox 1,” RISD Museum, April 23-June 30, 1970,
installation view of “married” Windsor chairs used for spare parts

Fig. 1.16. RISD Museum storage vaults, 1970: Windsor chairs
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Fig. 1.17. Andy Warhol, “Raid the Icebox 1,” RISD Museum, April 23-June 30, 1970,
installation view of parasols, and black lacquered chair normally occupied by museum security
elevated on a pedestal

Fig. 1.18-19. Left: 1,200 suspended coal sacks at the “Exposition Internationale du Surréalisme,”
Paris, 1938; right: a common commercial display practice of umbrella shops
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Fig. 1.20. Andy Warhol, “Raid the Icebox 1,” RISD Museum, April 23-June 30, 1970,
installation view of five-door wooden cabinet housing the Museum's collection of shoes and
parasols

Fig. 1.21. Marcel Broodthaers, Musée d'Art Moderne, Département des Aigles, Section XIXème
Siècle, rue de la Pépinière, Brussels, September 27, 1968- September 27, 1969
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Fig. 1.22. Marcel Broodthaers, Musée d'Art Moderne, Département des Aigles, Section XIXème
Siècle, rue de la Pépinière, Brussels, September 27, 1968- September 27, 1969

Fig. 1.23. Local TV reporter Franz Laubert (right) conducts an interviews with Andy Warhol
(left) at the “member's preview” of “Raid the Icebox 1” at the RISD Museum, April 22, 1970
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Fig. 1.24. Face-off between moneyed trustees and protesting RISD students at the “members’
preview” for “Raid the Icebox 1,” April 22, 1970

Fig. 1.25. RISD students mobilize strike activities, May 6-13, 1970
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Fig. 1.26. RISD students scatter white crosses on campus lawns to memorialize the lives lost to
the Vietnam War, May 5, 1970

Fig. 1.27. RISD students call for the withdrawal of US Troops from Southeast Asia, May 5-13,
1970
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Fig. 1.28. Hans Haacke, “Viewing Matters: Upstairs,” Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen,
Rotterdam, June 8-August 18, 1996, installation view

Fig. 1.29. Jim Isermann, “Logic Rules,” RISD Museum, November 17, 200-March 4, 2001,
installation view
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Fig. 2.1. The earliest photograph of the National Gallery, London, 1839, daguerreotype

Fig. 2.2. Giuseppe Gabrielli’s painting of 1886 depicting the ornate interior of the National
Gallery
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Fig. 2.3. The National Gallery’s newly completed Barry Rooms in 1876

Fig. 2.4. The National Gallery’s 1970s remodeled interior with raised floors, lowered ceilings and
damask-free walls
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Fig. 2.5. Hayward Gallery exterior shortly after it was opened in 1968

Fig. 2.6. Matisse retrospective, Hayward Gallery, London, 1968, installation view

Fig. 2.7. Anthony Caro exhibition, Hayward Gallery, 1969, installation view
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Fig. 2.8. “When Attitudes Become Form,” Institute of Contemporary Arts, London, 1969,
installation view

Fig. 2.9. “The New Art,” Hayward Gallery, 1972, installation view
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Fig. 2.10. Anthony Caro installing “The Artist’s Eye,” National Gallery, 1977

Fig. 2.11. Anthony Caro, “The Artist’s Eye,” National Gallery, 1977, installation view of (right to
left) Titian’s Noli me Tangere, 1511-1512, Paul Cézanne’s Mountains in Provence, 1886-1890,
Caro’s Orangerie, 1969-70, Antonello da Messina’s Christ Crucified, 1475, and Édouard
Manet’s Eva Gonzalès, 1869-70
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Fig. 2.12. Richard Hamilton, “Growth & Form,” ICA, London, 1951, installation view

Fig. 2.13. Richard Hamilton, “Man, Machine and Motion,” Hatton Gallery, Newcastle upon
Tyne, 1955, installation view
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Fig. 2.14. Richard, Hamilton, “An Exhibit,” ICA, London, 1957, installation view

Fig. 2.15. Richard Hamilton, “The Artist’s Eye,” National Gallery, 1978, installation view of
(right to left) a blank canvas on an easel, Nicolas Poussin, Landscape with a Man Killed by a
Snake, c. 1648, Anonymous Master of the Netherlandish School, Landscape: A River Among
Mountains, c. 1600, J. M. W. Turner, The Evening Star, c. 1830, Piero del Pallaiuolo, Apollo and
Daphne, c. 1470-80, Dieric Bouts, Portrait of a Man, 1642, television set facing Charles and Ray
Eames, Lounge Chair, 1956, Diego Velazquez, Kitchen Scene with Christ in the House of Martha
and Mary, c. 1618, Francisco de Goya, Don Andrés del Peral, before 1798, used ironing board,
Rembrandt, Self-portrait, aged 63, 1669, and Marcel Breuer, Club Chair, 1927-28, a worn carpet
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Fig. 2.16. Richard Hamilton, “The Artist’s Eye,” National Gallery, 1978, installation view

Fig. 2.17. Richard Hamilton, “The Artist’s Eye,” National Gallery, 1978, installation view of
(front) Charles and Ray Eames, Lounge Chair, 1956, and Marcel Breuer, Club Chair, 1927-28,
on a worn carpet, (left to right on wall) Théodore Gericault, A Horse Frightened by Lightning, c.
1813-14, Pisanello, The Vision of Saint Eustace, c. 1438-42, Thomas Gainsborough, John
Plampin, c. 1752, Gustave Courbet, Still-life: Apples and Pomegranate, c. 1871-72, Odilon
Redon, Ophelia Among the Flowers, c. 1905-08, reproduction of Vincent van Gogh’s Sunflowers,
a “Van Gogh type chair” made of wood and wicker, Hamilton, My Marilyn, 1965, and a blank
canvas on an easel
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Fig. 2.18. Richard Hamilton, “The Artist’s Eye,” National Gallery, 1978, installation view of
(center) used ironing board between Francisco de Goya, Don Andrés del Peral, before 1798, and
Rembrandt, Self-portrait, aged 63, 1669

Fig. 2.19. Richard Hamilton, “The Artist’s Eye,” National Gallery, 1978, installation view of (left
to right) Hieronymus Bosch, Christ Mocked—The Crowning with Thorns, c. 1495-1500, mirror,
and Pieter Saenredam, The Grote Kerk, Haarlem, 1636-37
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Fig. 2.20. Richard Hamilton, “The Artist’s Eye,” National Gallery, 1978, installation view of
(center) Hamilton, My Marilyn, 1965, and a blank canvas on an easle

Fig. 2.21. Richard Hamilton, My Marilyn, 1965
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Fig. 2.22. Richard Hamilton, Just what is it that makes today's homes so different, so appealing?,
1956

Fig. 2.23. Richard Hamilton, John McHale and John Voelcker (Group 2), “This is Tomorrow,”
Whitechapel Art Gallery, 1956, installation view
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Fig. 2.24. Alison and Peter Smithson, “House of the Future in the Daily Mail’s Ideal Home
Exhibition,” 1956, installation view

Fig. 2.25. Terry Hamilton in Richard Hamilton’s “Gallery for a Collector of Brutalist and
Tachiste Art” in the “Daily Mail’s Ideal Home Exhibition,” 1958, installation view
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Fig. 2.26. Richard Hamilton’s poster for “The Artist’s Eye,” National Gallery, 1978

329

Fig. 2.27. Edouard Manet, L’Execution de Maximilien, 1867

Fig. 2.28-2.29. (left) Giovanni Battista Tiepolo, An Allegory of Venus and Time, 1754-58; (right)
Tiepolo’s An Allegory of Venus and Time as it is typically installed at the National Gallery,
London (here pictured in 2008)

330

Fig. 2.30. Diego Velázquez, Philip IV Hunting Wild Boar, c. 1632-37

Fig. 2.31-2.32. Auguste Renoir, La Danseuse au Tambourine (left) and La Danseuse aux
Castagnettes (right), both 1909
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Fig. 2.33. Howard Hodgkin, Dinner at Smith Square, 1978-79

Fig. 2.34. Howard Hodgkin, Mr. & Mrs. E. J. P., 1969-73
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Fig. 2.35. R. B. Kitaj, “The Artist’s Eye,” National Gallery, 1980, installation view of (left top to
bottom) two Greco-Roman portraits, A Man with a Wreath and A Young Woman, both 2nd to 3rd
century, Sandro Boticelli, Portrait of a Young Man, c. 1480-85, Eugène Delacroix?, Portrait of a
Man (Victor Considérant?), after 1830, Goya, Don Andrés del Peral, before 1798, (right top to
bottom) Giovanni Bellini, Agony in the Garden, c. 1465, Duccio, The Annunciation, 1307-11,
Edgar Degas, Beach Scene, c. 1869-70, and (far right) Lucas Cranach the Elder, Cupid
Complaining to Venus, c. 1525
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Fig. 2.36. R. B. Kitaj, “The Artist’s Eye,” National Gallery, 1980, installation view of the
entrance to the exhibition displaying two painting by Kitaj: (left to right) Degas, 1980, and The
Orientalist, 1975

Fig. 2.37. R. B. Kitaj at work in his studio, circa 1980
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Fig. 2.38. Carl Andre, Equivalent VIII, 1966

Fig. 2.39. David Hockney, Looking At Pictures On A Screen, 1977, oil on canvas
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Fig. 2.40. Contact Sheets for David Hockney’s “The Artist Eye,” National Gallery, 1981

Fig. 2.41. The restoration of the National Gallery’s Barry Rooms in 1986
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Fig. 2.42. The restoration of the National Gallery’s Barry Rooms in 1986

Fig. 2.43. The interior of the National Gallery circa 2010
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Fig. 3.1. Alfred H. Barr, Jr., “Torpedo” Diagram I, outlining the Museum of Modern Art’s ideal
permanent collection

Fig. 3.2. Alfred H. Barr, Jr., “Torpedo” Diagram II, outlining the Museum of Modern Art’s ideal
permanent collection in comparison to the Metropolitan’s holdings
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Fig. 3.3. Alfred H. Barr, Jr., “Torpedo” Diagram III, outlining the Museum of Modern Art’s ideal
permanent collection in comparison to other New York collections

Fig. 3.4. Alfred H. Barr, Jr., “Art in Our Time: 10th Anniversary Exhibition,” May 10-September
30, 1939, installation view
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Fig. 3.5. Alfred H. Barr, Jr., “Art in Our Time: 10th Anniversary Exhibition,” May 10-September
30, 1939, installation view

Fig. 3.6. Alfred H. Barr, Jr., “XXVth Anniversay Exhibitions: Paintings,” October 19, 1954January 23, 1955, installation view of (far right) Georges Braques, Road near L’Estaque, 1908,
(center) Braques, Man with a Guitar, 1911-12, (center left) Braques, Guitar, 1913
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Fig. 3.7. William Rubin, Floor plan for “The Painting and Sculpture Collection: A New
Perspective,” 1973
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Fig. 3.8. William Rubin, Floor plan for “Selections from the Permanent Collection, Painting and
Sculpture,” 1984

Fig. 3.9. William Rubin, Floor plan for “Selections from the Permanent Collection, Painting and
Sculpture,” 1984
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Fig. 3.10. Kirk Varnedoe, Floor plan for “Selections from the Permanent Collection of Painting
and Sculpture,” 1993, installation view

Fig. 3.11. Kirk Varnedoe, “Selections from the Permanent Collection of Painting and Sculpture,”
1993, installation view of (far left) Marcel Duchamp’s To Be Looked at (from the Other Side of
the Glass) with One Eye, Close to, for Almost an Hour, 1918, Bicycle Wheel, 1951 (third version,
after lost original of 1913)
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Fig. 3.12. Kirk Varnedoe, “Selections from the Permanent Collection of Painting and Sculpture,”
1993, installation view

Fig. 3.13. Scott Burton, “Burton on Brancusi,” Museum of Modern Art, New York, April 7-June
28, 1989, installation view of Constantin Brancusi’s (left) Bird in Space, 1928, and (right) The
Cock, 1924, on a pedestal by Scott Burton based on Brancusi’s fireplace
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Fig. 3.14. William Rubin, “Selections from the Permanent Collection, Painting and Sculpture,”
1984, installation view of (left to right) Constantin Brancusi’s Bird in Space, 1928, Mlle Pogany,
1913, The Cock, 1924, Fish, 1930, Maiastra, 1910-12, Young Bird, 1928

Fig. 3.15. Scott Burton, “Burton on Brancusi,” Museum of Modern Art, New York, April 7-June
28, 1989, installation view of (left to right) Constantin Brancusi’s Magic Bird, 1910-12, Adam
and Eve, 1916-21, Endless Column, 1918, View of the Artist’s Studio, 1918, Chimera, 1918,
(center) pedestal for Fish, 1930
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Fig. 3.16. Constantin Brancusi, The Table of Silence, 1937, Târgu Jiu, Romania

Fig. 3.17. Scott Burton, “Burton on Brancusi,” Museum of Modern Art, New York, April 7-June
28, 1989, installation view of (left to right) Constantin Brancusi’s pedestal for Fish, 1930,
Chimera, 1918, pedestal for The Sorceress, 1916, Newborn I, 1920, Young Bird, 1928
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Fig. 3.18. Constantin Brancusi, View of the Artist’s Studio, 1918, Gouache and pencil on board

Fig. 3.19. Scott Burton, “Burton on Brancusi,” Museum of Modern Art, New York, April 7-June
28, 1989, installation view of Burton’s Rock Chairs, 1980-81, in MoMA’s garden
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Fig. 3.20. Scott Burton, “Burton on Brancusi,” Museum of Modern Art, New York, April 7-June
28, 1989, installation view of Burton’s Two-Parallelogram Chairs, 1987-88, in MoMA’s garden

Fig. 3.21. Ellsworth Kelly, “Fragmentation and the Single Form,” Museum of Modern Art, New
York, June 15-September 4, 1990, installation view of entrance with Kelly’s 1988 untitled
painting at center
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Fig. 3.22. Ellsworth Kelly, “Fragmentation and the Single Form,” Museum of Modern Art, New
York, June 15-September 4, 1990, installation view of (left to right) Paul Cézanne, Foliage,
1895-1900, Pablo Picasso, Ma Jolie, 1911-12, Georges Braque, Guitar, 1913-14, Fernand Léger,
Contrast of Forms, 1913

Fig. 3.23. Ellsworth Kelly, “Fragmentation and the Single Form,” Museum of Modern Art, New
York, June 15-September 4, 1990, installation view of (left to right) Fernand Léger, Contrast of
Forms, 1913, Francis Picabia, New York, 1913, Piet Mondrian, Composition in Brown and Gray,
1913-14, (top left) Jean Arp, Squares Arranged According to the Laws of Chance, 1917, (bottom
left) Kurt Schwitters, Drawing A 2: Haus, 1918, (bottom right) Schwitters, Merz 460: Two
Underdrawers, 1921, (top right) Ellsworth Kelly, Brushstrokes Cut into 35 Squares and
Arranged by Chance, 1951
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Fig. 3.24. Ellsworth Kelly, “Fragmentation and the Single Form,” Museum of Modern Art, New
York, June 15-September 4, 1990, installation view of (right to left) John James Audubon,
Roseate Tern, 1832, (hidden on side wall), William Bell, Perched Rock, 1872, Henri Matisse, The
Rose Marble Table, 1917, Piet Mondrian, Painting, I, 1926, Pablo Picasso, Head of a Woman,
1951, Joan Miró, Relief Construction, 1930, Alberto Giacometti, Woman, 1928, (top) Henri
Matisse, Forms (from the portfolio Jazz), 1947, (bottom) Edward Weston, Mexico D.F. (Anita),
1925, Jean Arp, Objects Arranged According to the Laws of Chance, 1930, Constantin Brancusi,
Bird in Space, 1928

Fig. 3.25. Chuck Close, “Head-On/The Modern Portrait,” Museum of Modern Art, New York,
January 10-March 19, 1991, installation view of entrance with Close’s Elizabeth, 1989, on right
wall, and Georgia Fingerprint, 1985, on left wall, and Vincent Van Gogh’s Portrait of Joseph
Roulin, 1889, under title wall
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Fig. 3.26. Chuck Close, “Head-On/The Modern Portrait,” Museum of Modern Art, New York,
January 10-March 19, 1991, installation view of salon-style hanging, including (bottom row, left
to right) Bruce Nauman, Studies for Holograms, 1970, Balthus, Joan Miró and his Daughter
Dolores, 1937-38, William Wegman, Fay/Ruscha, 1987, Andy Warhol, Self-Portrait, 1966, Pablo
Picasso, Woman with Flowered Hat, 1921, Alice Neel, Benny and Mary Ellen Andrews, 1972

Fig. 3.27. Chuck Close, “Head-On/The Modern Portrait,” Museum of Modern Art, New York,
January 10-March 19, 1991, installation view of works propped on narrow shelves with their
frames overlapping, and Alex Katz’s Self-Portrait (Passing), 1990, at center of back wall
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Fig. 3.28. Chuck Close, “Head-On/The Modern Portrait,” Museum of Modern Art, New York,
January 10-March 19, 1991, installation view of works hung on the emergency exit door

Fig. 3.29. Left to right: Man Ray, Marcel Duchamp, 1930, Joseph Stella, Marcel Duchamp, c.
1920, Marcel Duchamp, Self-Portrait in Profile, 1958, Jean Crotti, Marcel Duchamp, 1915
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Fig. 3.30. Chuck Close, “Head-On/The Modern Portrait,” Museum of Modern Art, New York,
January 10-March 19, 1991, installation view of portrait busts, including (second from left) Henri
Matisse, Jeanette IV, 1913, and (third from left) Elie Nadelman, Head of a Woman, 1942

Fig. 3.31. Left to right: Gianfranco Gorgoni, Chuck Close, 1973, Chuck Close, Self-Portrait, 1988,
Pavel Tchelitchew, Head, I, 1950
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Fig. 3.32. John Baldessari, “e.g., Grass, Water Heater, Mouths, & etc. (for John Graham),”
Museum of Modern Art, New York, January 10-March 19, 1994, installation view of entrance

Fig. 3.33. John Baldessari, e.g., Grass, Water Heater, Mouths, & etc. (for John Graham), 1994
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Fig. 3.34. John Baldessari, “e.g., Grass, Water Heater, Mouths, & etc. (for John Graham),”
Museum of Modern Art, New York, January 10-March 19, 1994, installation view of (far left and
cut off) Henri Rousseau, The Sleeping Gypsy, 1897, (left) Pablo Picasso, Harlequin, 1915

Fig. 3.35. John Baldessari, “e.g., Grass, Water Heater, Mouths, & etc. (for John Graham),”
Museum of Modern Art, New York, January 10-March 19, 1994, installation view of (left to
right) Andrew Wyeth, Christina’s World, 1948, Andy Warhol, Water Heater, 1961, Giorgio de
Chirico, Gare Montparnasse (The Melancholy of Departure), 1914
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Fig. 3.36. Elizabeth Murray, “Modern Women,” Museum of Modern Art, New York, June 15September 4, 1995, installation view of entrance with view of (right) Helen Frankenthaler, Mauve
District, 1966

Fig. 3.37. Elizabeth Murray, “Modern Women,” Museum of Modern Art, New York, June 15September 4, 1995, installation view of (center) Joan Mitchell, Grand Carrierres, 1961-62,
(right) Janet Sobel, Milky Way, 1945
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Fig. 3.38. Elizabeth Murray, “Modern Women,” Museum of Modern Art, New York, June 15September 4, 1995, installation view of (left) Grace Hartigan, Shinnecock Canal, 1957, (right)
Lee Bonticou, Untitled, 1959

Fig. 3.39. Elizabeth Murray, “Modern Women,” Museum of Modern Art, New York, June 15September 4, 1995, installation view of (left to right) Bridget Riley, Fission, 1963, Mary
Bauermeister, Progressions, 1963, Agnes Martin, Friendship, 1963, Anni Albers, Tablecloth
Fabric Sample, 1930
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Fig. 3.40. Elizabeth Murray, “Modern Women,” Museum of Modern Art, New York, June 15September 4, 1995, installation view of (second left) Georgia O’Keeffe, Lake George Window,
1929, (right) Jo Baer, Primary Light Group, 1964-65

Fig. 3.41. Elizabeth Murray, “Modern Women,” Museum of Modern Art, New York, June 15September 4, 1995, installation view of (center) Louise Nevelson, Sky Cathedral, 1958, (right)
Louise Bourgeois, The Quartered One, 1964-65
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Fig. 3.42. Elizabeth Murray, “Modern Women,” Museum of Modern Art, New York, June 15September 4, 1995, installation view of (left) Frida Kahlo, Fulang-Chang and I, 1937, (center)
Marisol, Family, 1962

Fig. 3.43. Mona Hatoum, “Here is Elsewhere,” Museum of Modern Art, Queens, November 7,
2003–February 2, 2004, installation view
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Fig. 3.44. Herzog & de Meuron, “Perception Restrained,” Museum of Modern Art, New York,
June 21-September 25, 2006, installation view

Fig. 3.45. Herzog & de Meuron, “Perception Restrained,” Museum of Modern Art, New York,
June 21-September 25, 2006, installation view
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Fig. 3.46. Vik Muniz, “Rebus,” Museum of Modern Art, New York, December 11, 2008February 23, 2009, installation view

Fig. 3.47. Trisha Donnelly, “Artist’s Choice: Trisha Donnelly,” Museum of Modern Art, New
York, November 2, 2012-July 28, 2013, installation view
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Fig. 3.48. Jerome Bel, “Artist’s Choice: MoMA Dance Company,” Museum of Modern Art, New
York, October 27-31, 2016, view of performance

Fig. 3.49. David Hammons, “Charles White—Leonardo da Vinci,” Museum of Modern Art, New
York, October 7, 2017-January 3, 2018, installation view
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Fig. 3.50. Peter Fischli, “If Everything Is Sculpture Why Make Sculpture?,” Museum of Modern
Art, New York, June 11, 2018-ongoing, installation view

Fig. 3.51. Entrance to “Things,” in “Modern Starts,” in “MoMA2000,” The Museum of Modern
Art, October 28, 1999- March 14, 2000, installation view
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Fig. 3.52. Sol Lewitt, On black walls, all two-part combinations of white arcs from corners and
sides, and white straight, not straight, and broken lines (1975/1999) at the entrance to “People,”
in “Modern Starts,” in “MoMA2000,” The Museum of Modern Art, October 28, 1999- March 14,
2000, installation view

Fig. 3.53. Paul Cézanne, Bather, 1885, and Rineke Dijkstra, Odessa, Ukraine, August 4, 1993,
1993, in “Actors, Dancers, and Bathers,” in “People,” in “Modern Starts,” in “MoMA2000,” The
Museum of Modern Art, October 28, 1999- March 14, 2000, installation view
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Fig. 3.54. Alfred Barr’s diagram from the jacket of his book Cubism and Abstract Art, 1936

Fig. 3.55. Diagram for “People,” in “Modern Starts,” in “MoMA2000,” The Museum of Modern
Art
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Fig. 4.1. Andres Serrano, Piss Christ, 1987

Fig. 4.2. Robert Mapplethorpe, Joe, NYC, 1978
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Fig. 4.3. Roundtable discussion for Group Material’s “Democracy: Cultural Participation,” 1988

Fig. 4.4. Group Material, “Democracy: Education & Democracy,” Dia, New York, September 14October 8, 1988, installation view
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Fig. 4.5. Group Material, “Democracy: Education & Democracy,” Dia Art Foundation, New
York, September 14-October 8, 1988, installation view
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Fig. 4.6. Group Material, “Democracy: Politics and Election,” Dia Art Foundation, New York,
October 15-November 12, 1988, installation view

Fig. 4.7. Group Material, “Democracy: AIDS and Democracy: A Case Study,” Dia Art
Foundation, New York, December 17-January 14, 1988, installation view
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Fig. 4.8. Group Material, “Democracy: AIDS and Democracy: A Case Study,” Dia Art
Foundation, New York, December 17-January 14, 1988, installation view

Fig. 4.9. Group Material, “Democracy: Education & Democracy,” Dia Art Foundation, New
York, September 14-October 8, 1988, installation view
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Fig. 4.10. Group Material, “Democracy: Cultural Participation,” Dia Art Foundation, New York,
November 19-December 10, 1988, installation view

Fig. 4.11. Group Material, “The People’s Choice” (“Arroz con Mango”), Group Material’s
storefront gallery, East 13th Street, New York, January 10-February 1, 1981, installation view
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Fig. 4.12. Flyer for Group Material’s Town Meeting for “Education & Democracy,” Dia Art
Foundation, New York, September 27, 1988
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Fig. 4.13. Real Estate Advertisement, New York
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Fig. 4.14. Martha Rosler, “If You Lived Here… Home Front,” Dia Art Foundation, New York,
February 11-March 18, 1989, installation view

Fig. 4.15. Martha Rosler, “If You Lived Here… Homeless: The Street and Other Venues,” Dia
Art Foundation, New York, April 1-April 29, 1989, installation view
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Fig. 4.16. Martha Rosler, “If You Lived Here… Cities: Visions and Revisions,” Dia Art
Foundation, New York, May 13-June 17, 1989, installation view

Fig. 4.17. Martha Rosler, “If You Lived Here… Homeless: The Street and Other Venues,” Dia
Art Foundation, New York, April 1-April 29, 1989, installation view
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Fig. 4.18. Martha Rosler, “If You Lived Here… Homeless: The Street and Other Venues,” Dia
Art Foundation, New York, April 1-April 29, 1989, installation view

Fig. 4.19. Martha Rosler, “If You Lived Here… Home Front,” Dia Art Foundation, New York,
February 11-March 18, 1989, installation view
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Fig. 4.20. Martha Rosler, “If You Lived Here… Homeless: The Street and Other Venues,” Dia
Art Foundation, New York, April 1-April 29, 1989, installation view

Fig. 4.21. Martha Rosler, “If You Lived Here… Homeless: The Street and Other Venues,” Dia
Art Foundation, New York, April 1-April 29, 1989, installation view
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Fig. 4.22. Flyer for Martha Rosler’s Open Forum for “Housing: Gentrification, Dislocation, and
Fighting Back,” Dia Art Foundation, New York, February 28, 1989
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Fig. 4.23. Projection of Robert Mapplethorpe’s self-portrait against the exterior of the Corcoran
Gallery of Art in protest of its cancellation of “Robert Mapplethorpe: The Perfect Moment,” June
30, 1989

Fig. 4.24. Police officers collecting evidence from “Robert Mapplethorpe: The Perfect Moment,”
at the Contemporary Arts Center, Cincinnati, in April, 1990
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Fig. 4.25. A demonstration against the censorship of “Robert Mapplethorpe: The Perfect
Moment,” Cincinnati, April, 1990

Fig. 4.26. Dennis Barrie standing trial on obscenity charges for “Robert Mapplethorpe: The
Perfect Moment,” October, 1990
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Fig. 4.27. Joseph Kosuth, “The Brooklyn Museum Collection: The Play of the Unmentionable,”
Brooklyn Museum, New York, September 27-December 31, 1990, installation view of title wall

Fig. 4.28. Joseph Kosuth, “The Brooklyn Museum Collection: The Play of the Unmentionable,”
Brooklyn Museum, New York, September 27-December 31, 1990, installation view

381

Fig. 4.29. Joseph Kosuth, “The Brooklyn Museum Collection: The Play of the Unmentionable,”
Brooklyn Museum, New York, September 27-December 31, 1990, installation view of a section
on Adolescents and Sexuality, including (bottom center) Larry Clark’s photo series Teenage Lust,
1981, (top right-center) William Sergeant Kendall, A Statuette, 1915, (top far right) Washington
Allston, Italian Shepherd Boy, c. 1821-23, (bottom far right) Charles W. Hawthorne, The Child,
1920, with quotations from Robert Austin’s “William Sergeant Kendall, Painter of Children,”
1983
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Fig. 4.30. Intoxicated Ascetics, c. 1775, India, Provincial Mughal, Oudh

383

Fig. 4.31. Robert Mapplethorpe, Jim and Tom, Sausalito, 1977

Fig. 4.32. Joseph Kosuth, “The Brooklyn Museum Collection: The Play of the Unmentionable,”
Brooklyn Museum, New York, September 27-December 31, 1990, installation view of (left)
Torso of a Roman Youth as Apollo (second-century A.D. Roman copy), (center) Mercury in
Repose, nineteenth-century cast from Roman bronze, (center far back) August Rodin, The Age of
Bronze, 1876, (right) Torso of Dionysos, God of Wine and the Revel, second-century A.D. Roman
copy of a Greek original of the fourth century B.C.E., (wall left top) Egon Schiele, Male Nude
(Self-Portrait I), 1912, (wall left bottom) Robert Mapplethorpe, Male Nude, 1982, (wall center)
John Koch, The Sculptor, 1964, (wall center right) Larry Clark, Exposed, 1981, (wall vitrine)
Pharaoh Before an Otter or an Ichneumon, 664-30 B.C.E., (wall far right) Robin Schwartz, Pete
(from Monkey Portrait Series), 1988, with quotations from Stephen Greenblatt’s “Filthy Rites,”
1982

384

Fig. 4.33. Joseph Kosuth, “The Brooklyn Museum Collection: The Play of the Unmentionable,”
Brooklyn Museum, New York, September 27-December 31, 1990, installation view of
Iconoclasm section, (left to right) Artist Unknown, Martyrdom of Saints Cosmas and Damian
with Their Three Brothers, c. 1490, Lorenzo di Niccolo, St. Lawrence Rescues Souls from
Purgatory, n.d., New Kingdom, Reign of Akhenaten, Nefertiti, Chief Queen of Akhenaten,
Kissing Her Daughter Merit-Aten, c. 1352-1336 B.C.E., Reign of Akhenaten, Torso of
Akhenaten, c. 1347-1336 B.C.E., with quotations from David Freedberg’s The Power of Images
and Leo Steinberg’s The Sexuality of Christ in Renaissance Art and in Modern Oblivion
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Fig. 4.34. Joseph Kosuth, “The Brooklyn Museum Collection: The Play of the Unmentionable,”
Brooklyn Museum, New York, September 27-December 31, 1990, installation view of (left
vitrine) Robert Mapplethorpe’s porcelain dishes Calla Lily, 1984, and Flower, 1986, Karl L. H.
Muller, Pitcher, 1876, (center to right) Bauhaus section with Marcel Breuer’s Arm Chair B3,
1925, Coffee Table B19, 1928, and Side Chair B5, 1926-27, with quotations from Adolph Hitler,
Barbara Lane Miller, and 1933 Letter from the German Secret Police to Mies van der Rohe
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Fig. 4.35. “Degenerate Art” (“Entartete Kunst”), Munich, July 19-November 30, 1937,
installation view

Fig. 4.36. “Degenerate Art” (“Entartete Kunst”), Munich, July 19-November 30, 1937,
installation view

387

Fig. 4.37. “Degenerate Art” (“Entartete Kunst”), Munich, July 19-November 30, 1937,
installation view

Fig. 4.38. Joseph Kosuth, “The Play of the Unsayable,” Vienna Secession, 1989, installation view
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Fig. 4.39. Visitors to Joseph Kosuth’s “The Brooklyn Museum Collection: The Play of the
Unmentionable,” Brooklyn Museum, New York, September 27-December 31, 1990, installation
view

Fig. 4.40. Visitors to Joseph Kosuth’s “The Brooklyn Museum Collection: The Play of the
Unmentionable,” Brooklyn Museum, New York, September 27-December 31, 1990, installation
view
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Fig. 4.41. Fred Wilson, “Rooms With a View: The Struggle Between Culture, Content and the
Context of Art,” Longwood Arts Project, Bronx, New York, December 1987, installation view

Fig. 4.42. Fred Wilson, “Rooms With a View: The Struggle Between Culture, Content and the
Context of Art,” Longwood Arts Project, Bronx, New York, December 1987, installation view
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Fig. 4.43. Fred Wilson, “Rooms With a View: The Struggle Between Culture, Content and the
Context of Art,” Longwood Arts Project, Bronx, New York, December 1987, installation view

Fig. 4.44. A typical display at the Maryland Historical Society, Baltimore, installation view
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Fig. 4.45. Fred Wilson at the Maryland Historical Society preparing “Mining the Museum,”
1991-92

Fig. 4.46. Fred Wilson giving a tour of “Mining the Museum” to staff of the Maryland Historical
Society, April 1992
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Fig. 4.47. Introductory video of Fred Wilson, “Mining the Museum,” Maryland Historical
Society, Baltimore, April 3, 1992-February 28, 1993, installation view

Fig. 4.48. Fred Wilson, “Mining the Museum,” Maryland Historical Society, Baltimore, April 3,
1992-February 28, 1993, installation view of empty black pedestals with names on labels
(Benjamin Banneker, Harriet Tubman, and Frederick Douglass), Truth Trophy in Advertising, c.
1913, and white pedestals with busts of Henry Clay, Napoleon Bonaparte, and Andrew Jackson
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Fig. 4.49. Fred Wilson, “Mining the Museum,” Maryland Historical Society, Baltimore, April 3,
1992-February 28, 1993, installation view of “Cabinetmaking 1820-1960” with period chairs, c.
1820-96, and whipping post from Baltimore City Jail, c. 1850

Fig. 4.50. Fred Wilson, “Mining the Museum,” Maryland Historical Society, Baltimore, April 3,
1992-February 28, 1993, installation view of “Modes of Transport 1770-1910” with Baby
Carriage, c. 1880, and Sedan Chair used by Governor Eden of Maryland, c. 1770
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Fig. 4.51. Fred Wilson, “Mining the Museum,” Maryland Historical Society, Baltimore, April 3,
1992-February 28, 1993, installation view of Ku Klux Klan hood, c. 1900, in Baby Carriage, c.
1880

Fig. 4.52. Mount Vernon Place, c. 1900, in Fred Wilson’s “Mining the Museum,” Maryland
Historical Society, Baltimore, April 3, 1992-February 28, 1993
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Fig. 4.53. Fred Wilson, “Mining the Museum,” Maryland Historical Society, Baltimore, April 3,
1992-February 28, 1993, installation view of “Metalwork 1793-1880” with Silver Service, c.
1830-80, and Iron Slave Shackles, c. 1793-1872

Fig. 4.54. Robert Street, Children of Commodore John Daniel Danels, 1826, in Fred Wilson’s
“Mining the Museum,” Maryland Historical Society, Baltimore, April 3, 1992-February 28, 1993
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Fig. 4.55. Fred Wilson, “Mining the Museum,” Maryland Historical Society, Baltimore, April 3,
1992-February 28, 1993, installation view of paintings of African American children, including
Robert Street’s Children of Commodore John Daniel Danels, 1826

Fig. 4.56. Fred Wilson, “Mining the Museum,” Maryland Historical Society, Baltimore, April 3,
1992-February 28, 1993, installation view of “Portraits of Cigar Store Owners,” wooden Cigarstore Indians with names of merchants who commissioned them, and Photographs of Native
Americans (on walls)
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Fig. 4.57. Fred Wilson, “Mining the Museum,” Maryland Historical Society, Baltimore, April 3,
1992-February 28, 1993, installation view of Dollhouse, c. 1904, with “The rebellion room”

Fig. 4.58. “The rebellion room” inside the Dollhouse in Fred Wilson’s “Mining the Museum,”
Maryland Historical Society, Baltimore, April 3, 1992-February 28, 1993
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Fig. 4.59. “The rebellion room” inside the Dollhouse in Fred Wilson’s “Mining the Museum,”
Maryland Historical Society, Baltimore, April 3, 1992-February 28, 1993

Fig. 4.60. Fred Wilson, “Mining the Museum,” Maryland Historical Society, Baltimore, April 3,
1992-February 28, 1993, installation view of Benjamin Banneker’s Astronomical Journal (17901806), slide projection of his chart predicting the eclipse of October 18, 1800, and a computer
depicting the night sky of the same day
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Fig. 4.61. Marcel Broodthaers, Musée d’Art Moderne, Département des Aigles, Section des
Figures (Der Adler von Oligozän bis Heute), 1972

Fig. 4.62. Marcel Broodthaers, Musée d’Art Moderne, Département des Aigles, Section des
Figures (Der Adler von Oligozän bis Heute), 1972, detail
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Fig. 4.63. Fred Wilson, “Mining the Museum,” Maryland Historical Society, Baltimore, April 3,
1992-February 28, 1993, installation view of “Metalwork 1793-1880” with Silver Service, c.
1830-80, and Iron Slave Shackles, c. 1793-1872

Fig. 4.64. Fred Wilson, “Mining the Museum,” Maryland Historical Society, Baltimore, April 3,
1992-February 28, 1993, installation view of damaged nineteenth-century painting of AfricanAmerican man
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Fig. 4.65. Andy Warhol, Raid the Icebox 1, RISD Museum, April 23-June 30, 1970, installation
view of “married” Windsor chairs used for spare parts

Fig. 4.66. Fred Wilson, “Mining the Museum,” Maryland Historical Society, Baltimore, April 3,
1992-February 28, 1993, installation view of period chairs in “Cabinetmaking 1820-1960”
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Fig. 4.67. Footage of police offices beating Rodney King on March 3rd, 1991

Fig. 4.68. Rodney King on March 4, 1991

403

Fig. 4.69. Los Angeles Police Department officers accused of beating Rodney King, 1991-2, from
left are Sgt. Stacey C. Koon, Officer Theodore J. Briseno, Officer Timothy E. Wind and Officer
Laurence Powell

Fig. 4.70. Los Angeles Street Riots, April 29-May 4, 1992
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Fig. 4.71. Poster for Ridley Scott’s film 1492: Conquest of Paradise, 1992

Fig. 4.72. Native American dance in protest of the 500th anniversary of Christopher Columbus’
arrival to America, October 12, 1992
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Fig. 4.73. Protest of the 500th anniversary of Christopher Columbus’ arrival to America, October
12, 1992

Fig. 4.74. Student protest of the 500th anniversary of Christopher Columbus’ arrival to America,
October 12, 1992
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Fig. 4.75. Renée Green, Import/Export Funk Office, 1992-3

Fig. 4.76. Glenn Ligon, Notes on the Margin of the Black Book, 1991-93
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Fig. 5.1. Deanna Petherbridge in “The Primacy of Drawing,” 1991

Fig. 5.2, 5.3. Left: Deanna Petherbridge, Memoirs of the Marble Palace, 1987; right: Deanna
Petherbridge, Homage to Hari Prasad Chaurasia, 1987
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Fig. 5.4, 5.5. Left: Hans Holbein the Younger, Portrait of a Lady, Thought to be Anne Boleyn; right:
Jaipuri School, Portrait of Pratap Singh of Jaipur as Prince and Ruler

Fig. 5.6, 5.7. Left: Claude Lorrain, Woodland Glade; right: Isshi Bunshu, Zen Drawing of a
Contemplative Figure, c. 1640
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Fig. 5.8. Michael Craig-Martin, Drawing the Line, 1995, installation view

Fig. 5.9. Michael Craig-Martin, Common History: Park, 1999
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Fig. 5.10. Michael Craig-Martin, An Oak Tree, 1973
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Fig. 5.11, 5.12, 5.13. Left: Man Ray, Saftey Pin, 1936; middle: Roy Lichtenstein, Couch, 1961; right:
Marcel Duchamp and Richard Hamilton, Chocolate Grinder, 1965-66

Fig. 5.14. Michael Craig-Martin, Untitled, 1981
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Fig. 5.15, 5.16. Left: Albrecht Dürer, Head of a Man in Profile to the Left, 1505; right: Henri Matisse,
Young Woman with a Pearl Necklace, 1943

Fig. 5.17, 5.18. Left: Leonardo da Vinci, A Puzzle—Construction of Hollow Boxes, c. 1490s; right: Carl
Andre, Drawing for ‘The Perfect Painting,’ 1967

413

Fig. 5.19, 5.20. Left: Jasper Johns, 0 through 9, 1960; right: Luca Cambiaso, The Flagellation, before
1550

Fig. 5.21, 5.22. Left: Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres, Sir John Hay and his Sister, Mary, later Mrs.
George Forbes, 1816; right: Agnes Martin, Untitled No. 10, 1990
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Fig. 5.23, 5.24. Left: Sir Joseph Paxton, First sketches for The Great Exhibition Building of 1851, 1850; right:
drawings for patent of flip-top cigarette packet, 1939

Fig. 5.25. War Office, Section of the D-Day Briefing Model for Normandy Landings, 1944
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Fig. 5.26. Tim Head, State of the Art, 1984

Fig. 5.27, 5.28. Left: Ceal Floyer, Garbage Bag, 1996; right: Julian Opie, Landscape?, 1997
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Fig. 5.29. Richard Wentworth, Thinking Aloud, 1998-9, installation view of (front) Ceal Floyer, Garbage
Bag, 1996

Fig. 5.30. Richard Wentworth, Thinking Aloud, 1998-9, installation view of (front) Frank Gehry, Design
model of the Weatherhead School of Management at Case Western Reserve University, 1997, on a crate,
(back) Romanian banner with emblem of the former Socialist Republic of Romania removed by participants
in the revolution of December 1989
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Fig. 5.31. Richard Wentworth, Thinking Aloud, 1998-9, installation view of miscellaneous items

Fig. 5.32. Richard Wentworth, Thinking Aloud, 1998-9, installation view of (front right) Frank Gehry, Design
model of the Weatherhead School of Management at Case Western Reserve University, 1997, on a crate,
(back) Tim Head, State of the Art, 1984, (upper left) vaccum cleaner on a ledge
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Fig. 5.33, 5.34, 5.35. Left: Richard Wentworth, Ifs and Buts, 2005; middle: Richard Wentworth, The
Exceptionally Long Letter, 2010; right: Marcel Duchamp, Bottlerack, 1961 (replica of 1914 original)

Fig. 5.36, 5.37. Richard Wentworth, Making Do and Getting By, 1971-present
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Fig. 5.38. Paul Nash, Steps in a field near Swanage, 1935

Fig. 5.39. Sharon Lockhart, NŌ, 2003 (still)
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Fig. 5.40, 5.41. Left: Walther Brüx, Portrait Bust of Joseph Beuys, 1946; right: Joseph Beuys, Portrait
Bust, 1947

Fig. 5.42. Marisa Merz, Testa, Biennale di Venezia, 1988
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Fig. 5.43. Tacita Dean, “An Aside,” 2005, installation view of (right to left) Thomas Scheibitz, Star,
2002, Scheibitz, Untitled (Sandstein), 2003, Roni Horn, Were 4, 2002, Walter Brüx, Portrait of Joseph
Beuys, 1946, Joseph Beuys, Portrait Bust, 1947, Peter Fischli and David Weiss Marokanis Sitzkissen,
1987

Fig. 5.44. Tacita Dean, “An Aside,” 2005, installation view of (left to right) Peter Fischli and David
Weiss Marokanis Sitzkissen, 1987, Marissa Merz’s Testa e dita, 1983, Deux Têtes, 1983, and Testa,
Biennale di Venezia, 1988, and Thomas Scheibitz’s Heaven, 2000, Star, 2002, and Untitled (Sandstein),
2003
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Fig. 5.45. Tacita Dean, The Green Ray, 2001

Fig. 5.46. Peter Fischli and David Weiss, Son et Lumière, Le Rayon Vert, 1991
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Fig. 5.47. Rodney Graham, Rheinmetall/Victoria 8, 2003

Fig. 5.48. Tacita Dean, Girl Stowaway, 1994
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Fig. 5.49. Mark Wallinger, “The Russian Linesman,” 2008, installation view of (front) Anonymous,
Dying Gaul, 1822, (back) Thomas Demand, Poll, 2001

Fig. 5.50. Mark Wallinger, “The Russian Linesman,” 2008, installation view of William Pink,
Smugglerius, 1834
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Fig. 5.51. Mark Wallinger, “The Russian Linesman,” 2008, installation view of (back right) Renato
Giuseppe Bertelli, Continuous Profile (Head of Mussolini), 1933, (front right) Anonymous, Double
Headed Herm, with Heads of Dionysos and Bearded Silenus, early Roman

Fig. 5.52. Mark Wallinger, “The Russian Linesman,” 2008, installation view of Amie Siegal, Berlin
Remake, 2005
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Fig. 5.53. Page 19 from the exhibition catalogue of Mark Wallinger’s “The Russian Linesman,” 2008
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Fig. 5.54. Mark Wallinger, Ghost, 2011

Fig. 5.55. Mark Wallinger, They think it’s all over…it is now, 1988
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Fig. 5.56. Mark Wallinger, Self-Portraits, 2007-08

Fig. 5.57. Mark Wallinger in his studio with tests of his series Self-Portraits, 2007-08
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Fig. 5.58. Grayson Perry motorbike in “The Tomb of the Unknown Craftsman,” British Museum,
London, October, 2011-extended to February 26, 2012, installation view

Fig. 5.59. Grayson Perry, “The Tomb of the Unknown Craftsman,” British Museum, London, October,
2011- extended to February 26, 2012, installation view
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Fig. 5.60. Grayson Perry, “The Tomb of the Unknown Craftsman,” British Museum, London, October,
2011- extended to February 26, 2012, installation view

Fig. 5.61, 5.62. Left: Ceremonial headdress, Asante, Ghana; right: Grayson Perry, Early English
Motorcycle Helmet, 1981
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Fig. 5.63, 5.64. Left: Pilgrim badge, Britain, medieval; right: Grayson Perry, Alan Measles on Horseback,
2007

Fig. 5.65, 5.66. Photographs of Grayson Perry in the exhibition catalogue of “The Tomb of the Unknown
Craftsman; left: Grayson Perry preparing his degree show at Portsmouth Polytechnic, 1982; right:
Grayson Perry approaching Chartres en route to Lourdes, 2007
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Fig. 5.67. Promotional photograph of Grayson Perry in front of the British Museum for “The Tomb of the
Unknown Craftsman”
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!

Fig. 6.1. Xu Zhen, “1199 People,” Long Museum, West Bund, Shanghai, September 28, 2014February 15, 2015, installation view

!

Fig. 6.2. Bice Curiger, “Riotous Baroque,” Kunsthaus Zürich, June 1- September 2, 2012,
installation view
434

!

Fig. 6.3. “Like Life: Sculpture, Color and the Body (1300-Now),” Met Breuer, March 21-July 22,
2018, installation view of (foreground) John De Andrea’s Self-portrait with Sculpture, 1980

!

Fig. 6.4. Mike Kelley, “The Uncanny” (recreation), Tate Liverpool, 1993/2002, installation view
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!

Fig. 6.5. Frans Hals Museum, 2016, installation view of works by (front) Gavin Wade and (left)
Cornelis van Haarlem and (right) Maerten van Heemskerck

!

Fig. 6.6. “Rendezvous with Frans Hals,” Frans Hals Museum, March 30-September 30, 2018,
installation view of (left) Kerry James Marshall’s Untitled (Beauty Queen), 2014, (right) Frans
Hals’ Portrait of Cornelia Vooght, 1631
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